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An Introduction

The arrival of Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi and
Representative Joseph Rainey of South Carolina on Capitol
Hill in 1870 ranks among the great paradoxes in American
history; just a decade earlier, these African Americans’
congressional seats were held by southern slave owners.
Moreover, the U.S. Capitol, where these newest Members
of Congress came to work—the center of legislative
government, conceived by its creators as the “Temple of
Liberty”—had been constructed with the help of enslaved
laborers.! From this beginning, Black Americans in Congress,
1870-2007 chronicles African Americans participation
in the federal legislature and their struggle to attain full
civil rights.

The institution of Congress, and the careers of the 121
black Members who have served in both its chambers, have
undergone extensive changes during this span of nearly
140 years.” But while researching and writing this book, we
encountered several recurring themes that led us to ask the
following questions: What were black Members’ legislative
priorities? Which legislative styles did African Americans
employ to integrate into the institution? How did they
react to the political culture of Capitol Hill and how did
they overcome institutional racism? Lastly, how did the
experiences of these individuals compare to those of other
newly enfranchised Americans?

SHARED EXPERIENCES OF BLACK AMERICANS
IN CONGRESS

In striking aspects, the history of blacks in Congress
mirrors that of other groups that were new to the political
system. Throughout African-American history in Congress,

Members viewed themselves as “surrogate” representatives
for the black community nationwide rather than just
within the borders of their individual districts or states.?
George White of North Carolina (1897-1901) and Robert
Elliott of South Carolina (1871-1874) first embodied
these roles, serving as models for 20th-century black
Members such as Oscar De Priest of Illinois (1929-1935),
Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., of New York (1945-1971), and
Shirley Chisholm of New York (1969-1983). Surrogate
representation was not limited to black Members of
Congress; nearly half a century after blacks entered
Congress, woman Members, too, grappled with the added
burdens of surrogate representation. In 1917, women
throughout the country looked to the first woman to serve
in Congtess, Representative Jeannette Rankin of Montana,
for legislative support. Indeed, Rankin received so many
letters she was forced to hire additional secretaries to handle
the workload .*

Twentieth-century African-American pioneers’
experience was similar in some respects to that of women.’
Known and admired by blacks nationally, Representative
De Priest and those who followed him were often sought out
by individuals across the country, many of whom expected
unfailing receptiveness to the long-neglected needs of the
black community. In late 1934, the Atlanta Daily World
memorialized De Priest, who lost re-election in his Chicago-
centered district to Arthur W. Mitchell (1935-1943), the
first black Democrat to serve in Congress. De Priest, the
editors wrote, lifted his “voice in defense of those forgotten
people he represented” in Chicago and nationally. Lionizing
De Priest as a “gallant statesman and fearless defender”

An 1867 Harper’s Weekly cover commemorates the first vote cast by African-American men. The passage and ratification of the Reconstruction Amendments (13th,
14th, and 15th) between 1865 and 1870 catapulted former slaves from chattel to voters and candidates for public office.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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of blacks in the North and South, the editors expressed
frustration with Mitchell, who explicitly noted during a
speech to an Atlanta church congregation that he did not
intend to represent “black interests” per se. Mitchell, the
editors noted, “dashed the hopes of every Negro who sat
within hearing of his voice, most of whom looked to him as
their personal representative in the federal government.”

Collectively, African Americans in Congress overcame
barriers by persevering through three eras of participation
that can be classified as pioneering (1870-1901),
apprenticeship (1929-1970), and mature integration
(1971-2007).” These stages were typical of those
experienced by other minority groups, such as women, that
integrated into the established political system. However,
Black Americans were distinct from other groups because
they experienced a prolonged period of contraction,
decline, and exclusion that resulted from segregation and
disfranchisement. After winning the right to participate
in the American experiment of self-government, African
Americans were systematically and ruthlessly excluded
from it: From 1901 to 1929, there were no blacks in the
federal legislature.

Under the leadership of Chairman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., of New York,
the Committee on Education and Labor approved more than 50 measures
authorizing increases in federal educational programs. Fellow committee
members referred to Powell’s leadership as the most productive period in then-
recent committee /ﬂ'stmy.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LiBRARY OF CONGRESS

While seeking to advance within Congress and adapt to
its folkways, each generation of black Members was
challenged by racial prejudice, both overt and subtle;
exclusion; marginalization; and, because they were so rare,
an inability to organize that lasted for many decades. Black
Members of Congress also contended with increased
expectations from the public and heightened scrutiny by the
media. They cultivated legislative strategies that were

2 % BLACK AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

common on Capitol Hill, but took on an added dimension
in their mission to confront institutional racism and
represent the interests of the larger black community.

Some, such as Representatives Chisholm and Powell,
became symbols for African-American civil rights by
adopting the “show horse” style; circumventing prescribed
congressional channels, they appealed directly to the public
and media. Others pursued an institutionalist, “work horse”
strategy; adhering to the prevailing traditions and workways

As the first black politician from west of the Mississippi River elected to the
House, Augustus (Gus) Hawkins of California earned the nickname “Silent
Warrior” for bis persistent work on behalf of minorities and the urban poor.

IMAGE COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES
AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION

of the House and Senate, they hoped to shape policies by
attaining positions of influence on the inside.®
Representative William Levi Dawson of Illinois (1943—
1970), Powell’s contemporary, and others like him, such as
Augustus (Gus) Hawkins of California (1963-1991) and
William H. (Bill) Gray III of Pennsylvania (1979-1991),
favored the methodical “work horse” legislative style,
diligently immersing themselves in committee work and
policy minutiae.’

Black Americans in Congress, 1870—-2007 follows the
contours of this tumultuous, and ultimately triumphant,
history. The first section of this volume encompasses
the careers of former Members who served from 1870
through 2007. Seventy-nine individuals, grouped into
four distinct chapters, or generations (described in the
following sections), are profiled in chronological order. Each
generation of Members is accompanied by a contextual



essay on the congressional history and U.S. social history
that shaped its Members’ careers. The second section of this
book includes profiles of the 38 black incumbent Members
who have served two or more terms. The black freshman
Members of the 110th Congress (2007-2009) are profiled
in Appendix A using a résumé format.

embodied black legislative interests, depended solely on the
impermanent support of the shifting but uniformly white
House leadership. Black Members of Congress often were
relegated to the sidelines and to offering testimonials

about the malfeasance of racially conservative southerners
against freedmen.

THE SymMBOLIC GENERATION, 1870-1887
This group of 17 black Congressmen symbolized
the triumph of the Union and the determination of
Radical Republicans to enact reforms that temporarily
reshaped the political landscape in the South during
Reconstruction. These pioneers were all Republicans
elected from southern states. Though their educational,
professional, and social backgrounds were diverse,
they were all indelibly shaped by the institution of
slavery. Eight were enslaved, and their experience under
slavery disrupted their early lives. Others, as members
of strictly circumscribed southern mulatto, or mixed-
race, communities and free black classes, were relatively
well-to-do. However, mulatto heritage was a precarious
political inheritance; mixed-race Members of Congress
were shunned by southern whites and were never fully

trusted by freedmen, who often doubted they had
blacks’ interests at heart.

Though these black Members adopted various
legislative strategies, each sought to improve the lives
of their African-American constituents. Their agendas
invariably included three primary goals: providing
education, enforcing political rights, and extending
opportunities to enable economic independence.
“Place all citizens upon one broad platform. . . .,
declared Richard Cain of South Carolina (1877-1879)
on the House Floor. “All we ask of this country is to put
no barriers between us, to lay no stumbling blocks in
our way; to give us freedom to accomplish our destiny.”"

Despite their distinguished service and their symbolic
value for African-American political aspirations, these
black Members produced few substantive legislative
results. They never accounted for more than 2 percent of
the total congressional membership. Their exclusion from
the internal power structure of the institution cut them
off from influential committee assignments and at times
prevented them even from speaking on the House Floor,
leaving them little room to maneuver. Most of the key civil
rights bills and constitutional amendments were enacted
before a single African American served in Congress. The

Ku Klux Klan Acts and the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which

On February 27, 1869, John Willis Menard of Louisiana became the first African
American to address the U.S. House while it was in session, defending bis seat in a
contested election. In November 1868, Menard appeared to have won a special election
to succeed the late Representative James Mann—a victory that would have made him the
Jirst African American to serve in Congress. But his opponent, Caleb Hunt, challenged
Menard’ right to be seated. The House deemed neither candidate qualified, leaving the
seat vacant for the remainder of the final days of the 40th Congress (1867-1869).

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

After Reconstruction formally ended in 1877, ex-
Confederates and their Democratic allies wrested power
from Republican-controlled state governments and, through
law and custom, gradually built a segregated society during
the next several decades, effectively eliminating Black
Americans from public office and ending their political
participation. As the next group of African-American
Members discovered, the federal government reacted
impassively to blacks’ disfranchisement by the states.

“THE NEGROES’ TEMPORARY FAREWELL,”
1887-1929

This era was defined by a long war on African-American
participation in state and federal politics, waged by
means of local southern laws, Jim Crow segregation, and
tacit federal assent. Between 1887 and 1901, just five

INTRODUCTION * 3



A U.S. Senator encounters a hanging anti-lynching bill outside the Capitol
in this Edmund Duffy cartoon. The Senate’s unique parliamentary procedures
allowed southern Democrats to kill civil rights and anti-lynching legislation,
allowing the upper chamber to act as a bottleneck for measures seeking to
overthrow Jim Crow until the mid-20th century.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

blacks served in Congress. Black Members of Congress
encountered an institution that was often inhospitable to
their very presence and their legislative goals. With their
middling to lower-tier committee assignments and few
connections to the leadership, they were far from the center
of power."" Moreover, black Members of Congress were so
rare that they were incapable of driving a legislative agenda.

Over the years, electing African Americans to Congress
grew more difficult. Obstacles included violence,
intimidation, and fraud by white supremacists; state and
local disfranchisement laws that denied increasing numbers
of blacks the right to vote; and contested election challenges
in Congress. Moreover, the legislative focus shifted from the
idealism of the postwar Radical Republicans to the business
interests of a rapidly industrializing nation. Ambivalence
toward protecting black civil rights bolstered southern racial
conservatives, who sought to roll back the protections that
were extended to African Americans during Reconstruction.
“I beg all true men to forget party and partisanship and
right the great wrongs perpetrated upon humble and

4 % BLACK AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

unoffending American citizens,” said Representative George
W. Murray of South Carolina (1893-1895; 1896-1897).

“I declare that no class of people has ever been more
misrepresented, slandered, and traduced than the black
people of the South.”'?

Though Black Americans were excluded from Congress
after 1901, larger social and historical forces portended
future political opportunities for African Americans in the
northern United States. Southern black political activism
transferred northward changing the social and cultural
dynamic of established black communities in northern
cities, as rural, agrarian African Americans were lured to
industrialized cities by jobs and greater political freedoms.
Advocacy groups such as the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), founded
during this era, lobbied Congress on issues that were
important to the black community. Geographical relocation
also contributed to the gradual realignment of African
Americans from the Republican Party to the ranks of
northern Democrats during the mid-20th century.

On April 10, 1934, Illinois Representative Oscar De Priest addressed

a group of supporters at the Paul Laurence Dunbar Junior High in Dayton,
Ohio. The three-term Member broke racial barriers when he became the
first African American elected to Congress in nearly three decades. De Priest
served as a symbol of hope for African Americans and spoke at venues across
the nation.

CoLLecTiON OF U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Without a single black Member to advocate black
interests, both major political parties in Congress refused



to enact legislation to improve conditions for African
Americans. Except for a few stalwart reformers, Congress
responded to civil rights measures with ambivalence or
outright hostility. During this era, too, a corps of southern
racial conservatives was positioned, by virtue of their
seniority, to hold a strong grip on the levers of power when
Democrats gained control of the chamber in 1931.

The third consecutive African American to serve from a South Chicago
district, Representative William Dawson of Illinois participated

in an NAACP annual meeting held at the Union Baptist Church

in Baltimore, Maryland.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

KEEPING THE FAITH: AFRICAN AMERICANS
RETURN TO CONGRESS, 1929-1970

In 1929, African Americans’ long exile from Congress
ended when Oscar De Priest entered the House. All 13
African Americans elected during this era represented
northern constituencies, all (except Senator Edward W.

Americans from all walks of life formed the core of the
movement, but outside advocacy groups such as the
NAACP, and black Members of Congress, also played an
important role.

While the SCLC, the NAACP, and black Members of
Congress shared the same goals, they often diverged over
tactics. Some black Members made substantive legislative
achievements. For example, Representative Powell crafted
an amendment banning discrimination in federal contracts
that was incorporated in the landmark Civil Rights Act of
1964. Other black Members, who preferred to work within
the institution of Congtess to effect change, or who placed
party imperatives ahead of black interests, were chided
by civil rights advocates for insufficient commitment.'®
Perhaps the greatest consequence of the civil rights
movement for black Members was its decisive effect on
the early political development of many who entered the
institution after 1970.

Throughout this period, African Americans constituted
a small percentage of Congress. Even in the 91st Congress
(1969-1971), with a record high 11 black Members,
African Americans accounted for just 2 percent of the
combined membership of the House and the Senate. But
change was underway. Within a decade, the number of

Brooke of Massachusetts, 1967—1979) were
elected from majority-black, urban districts,
and all except De Priest and Brooke were
Democrats. By promising fuller participation
in American society, the New Deal reactivated
black political participation and brought
greater numbers of African Americans into
the Democratic Party.” World War II also
rekindled African-American political activism,
and black contributions to the war effort helped
pave the way for the civil rights movement.
Black Members of Congress embarked
on a long institutional apprenticeship in the
1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, attaining more-
desirable committee assignments and accruing

the requisite seniority to gain leadership

positions.'* Their apprenticeship coincided with
the blossoming of the civil rights movement

Propelled by the Congressional Black Caucus, African-American Members of Congress steadily
gained seniority and power in the House of Representatives. In this late 1970s picture from left to

on the streets of the South."” Although Martin right (standing) are: Louis Stokes of Ohio, Parren Mitchell of Maryland, Charles Rangel of New

Luther King, Jr., and his Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) spearheaded
the nonviolent protest movement, everyday

York, Andrew Young, Jr., of Georgia, Charles Diggs, Jr., of Michigan, Ralph Metcalfe of Illinois,
Robert Nix, Sr., of Pennsylvania, Walter Fauntroy of the District of Columbia, Harold Ford, Sr.,
of Tennessee; seated from left to right: Cardiss Collins of lllinois, Yvonne Brathwaite Burke

of California, and Shirley Chisholm of New York.

IMAGE COURTESY OF MOORLAND—SPINGARN RESEARCH CENTER, HOwARD UNIVERSITY
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African Americans in Congress doubled. As their numbers
increased, their momentum for organizing strengthened.

PeRMANENT INTERESTS: THE EXPANSION,
ORGANIZATION, AND RISING INFLUENCE OF
AFRICAN AMERICANS IN CONGRESS, 1971-2007

This post—civil rights movement generation of lawmakers
created a legislative groundswell on Capitol Hill. Civil
rights acts of the 1960s and court-ordered redistricting
opened new avenues of political participation for millions
of African Americans. Consequently, many more blacks
were elected to political office, and even to Congress.
Eighty-six of the 121 African Americans who have served
in congressional history—more than 70 percent—were
seated in Congtess after 1970. Many of these Members were
elected from southern states that had not been represented
by blacks in seven decades or more, for example,
Representative Andrew Young of Georgia (1973-1977),
Barbara Jordan of Texas (1973-1979), and Harold Ford,
St., of Tennessee (1975-1997). During the 1992 elections
alone the total black membership in Congress grew by

Despite the predictions of Jet magazine and other news media, Shirley
Chisholm of New York became the first Afvican-American Congresswoman
in 1969. Yvonne Brathwaite Burke of California eventually entered the
House of Representatives in January 1973.

CotrrecTioN of U.S. HoUuse OF REPRESENTATIVES
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one-third and Carol Moseley-Braun of Illinois (1993-1999)
was elected as the first black woman and the first African-
American Democrat to serve in the
U.S. Senate.

With the ranks of African
Americans growing in Congress,
the time for formal organization
and coordination of black efforts
had arrived. In early 1971, 13
African-American Members of
Congress led by Charles C. Diggs, Jr., of Michigan (1955—
1980), formed the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC)
to address “permanent interests” that were important to
Black Americans, to advance black Members within the
institution, and to push legislation, sometimes with potent
results. Among the CBC’s notable legislative achievements
were the passage of the Humphrey—Hawkins Act of 1978
to promote full employment and a balanced budget, the
creation in 1983 of a federal holiday commemorating the
birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr., and legislation in
1986 that imposed the first sanctions against South Africa’s
all-white government for its practice of apartheid. Within
Congress, the CBC used its influence as a growing unit
within the Democratic Caucus to push party leaders to
appoint blacks to better committees and more leadership
positions. “Blacks never could rely on somebody in
Congress to speak out on racial
questions; they can with the
caucus,” declared Representative
Louis Stokes of Ohio (1969—
1999), a cofounder of the CBC."

During this era, African-
American Members of
Congress entered a mature
phase of institutional development. This generation had
more experience in elective office, particularly in state
legislatures. In Congress, blacks held positions on a
full cross-section of panels, including the most coveted
committees, such as Appropriations, Ways and Means, and
Rules. In doing so, they were involved in legislative issues
that affected every facet of American life. Representing

Top: Andrew Young of Georgia won election to the U.S. House in 1973,
becoming one of the first African Americans to represent a southern state
since Reconstruction.

Bottom: North Carolina Representative Eva Clayton became the first
Afvican-American woman to represent the state as well as the states first

black Representative since George Henry White left office in 1901.

CorLecTioN oF U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES



districts that overall were electorally safe, many African-
American Members enjoyed long careers that allowed
them to accrue the seniority they needed to move into
leadership positions. Fourteen black Members chaired
congressional committees between 1971 and the end of
the first session of the 110th Congress (2007-2009)."® And
for the first time, black Members rose into the ranks of
party leadership, including: Bill Gray, Democratic Majority
Whip (1989-1991); J. C. Watts of Oklahoma, Republican
Conference Chairman (1999-2003); and James Clyburn
of South Carolina, Democratic Majority Whip (elected
in 2007).

Nevertheless, African-American Members continued
to face new challenges. By the end of the first session of
the 110th Congtess, the 41 black Representatives and one
black Senator represented constituencies whose unique
geography and special interests expanded their legislative
agendas. Additionally, gender diversity also shaped the bloc
of black Members of Congress. After Shirley Chisholm was
first elected in 1968, another 25 African-American women
were elected to Congress—making them a uniquely
influential component of the story of blacks in Congress.
Finally, although leadership positions afforded African
Americans a more powerful institutional voice and greater
legislative leverage, they exposed latent conflicts between
party imperatives and perceived black interests.

THE HiSTORIOGRAPHY OF BLACK AMERICANS

IN CONGRESS

The present volume originated with the first edition
of Black Americans in Congress (H. Con. Res. 182, House
Document No. 95-258, 95th Congtess, 3 November
1977), which was compiled and published shortly after
the U.S. bicentennial. Organized by Representative
Corinne (Lindy) Boggs of Louisiana and Senator
Brooke, the booklet featured the 45 African Americans
who had served in Congress (42 Representatives and
three Senators). A résumé-style format included basic
biographical information, congressional service dates, party
affiliation, committee assignments, and information about
Members’ other political offices. Entries were arranged
chronologically, with one section for Senators and another
for Representatives. A thumbnail image accompanied each
profile. In a brief introduction, the renowned African-
American historian Benjamin Quarles of Morgan State
University wrote that black Members on Capitol Hill were
“living proof that Blacks could produce an able leadership
of their own. Moreover, their presence in the halls of

Congress, made their Black constituents feel that they were
more than bystanders—they were participants, however
vicariously, in the political process.”"

The second edition of Black Americans in Congress,
1870—1989 (H. Con Res. 170, H. Doc. No. 101-117)
was authorized by the House and the Senate in the fall
of 1989 and was published in 1990. By that point, 66
African Americans (63 Representatives and three Senators)
had served in Congtess. The volume was dedicated to
the memory of Representative George Thomas (Mickey)
Leland of Texas (1979-1989) who was killed, as the book
went to press, in a plane crash while delivering food to
starving Ethiopians. Representative Ronald V. Dellums of
California (1971-1998), then the chairman of the CBC,
contributed a brief introduction for the volume: “For
Black Americans the promise of republican government
and democratic participation was delayed well beyond the
founding of the federal government in 1789.” Dellums also
observed, “In this bicentennial year of Congress and the
federal government, it is important to recognize that the
Constitution we enjoy today evolved over a number of years

George Thomas (Mickey) Leland of Texas poured his energy into raising
awareness of hunger and poverty in the United States and around the
world. In 1984, Leland successfully persuaded the House to create the Select
Committee on Hunger, which he chaired.

IMAGE COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES
AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION
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Abolitionist Frederick Douglass anchors an 1883 chromolithograph

of “distinguished colored men.” Among those featured are Representatives
Robert Elliott and Joseph Rainey of South Carolina, John Langston

of Virginia, and Senator Blanche Bruce of Mississippi. The image also
includes Henry Highland Garnet, minister ar Washington’s Fifteenth Street
Presbyterian Church. He became the first African American to speak

in the House Chamber when he addressed a crowd of Sunday worshippers
on February 12, 1865.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

and did not protect the civil rights of Black Americans until
after a Civil War and passage of significant amendments.”*
Created partly to commemorate the bicentennial of
Congress in 1989, the volume contained 500- to 1,000-
word profiles of Members, with basic biographical
information. Suggestions for further reading were provided
at the end of each profile. Profiles of former and current
Members, arranged alphabetically, were merged into one
section and accompanied by larger pictures.

The Present Edition

In the spring of 2001, House Concurrent Resolution 43
was introduced. The resolution, which passed the House
on March 21, 2001, and was agreed to by the Senate
on April 6, 2001, authorized the Library of Congress
to compile “an updated version” of Black Americans in
Congress, 1870—1989. In late 2001, the Library of Congress
transferred the project to the Office of the Clerk of the
U.S. House of Representatives. Subsequently, the Office
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of History and Preservation (OHP) was created under
the Clerk of the House, and OHP staff began work on
this publication.

This volume reflects the far-reaching changes that have
occurred since the second edition of the book. When the
1990 edition was published during the 101st Congress
(1989-1991), 25 black Members served in the House.
There were no African-American Senators. But within less
than two decades there were a number of unprecedented
developments. In 1992 alone, 17 new blacks were elected
to Congress, the most ever in any single election and more
than in any previous decade in congressional history. From
1991 through the end of 2007, 55 African Americans were
elected to Congress—roughly 45 percent of all the blacks
who have served in the history of the institution. By the
closing of the first session of the 110th Congress, there were
42 African Americans in Congress (41 in the House and one
in the Senate).

Moreover, the appreciable gender gap between male and
female African-American Members of Congress narrowed
during this period. Before 1991, just five black women
had been elected to Congress. But in 1992 alone, five new
women were elected. Between 1991 and the end of 2007,
20 African-American women were elected to Congress (36
percent of all blacks elected to Congress in that period).

The structure, scope, and content of this edition of Black
Americans in Congress reflect the dramatic growth, changing
characteristics, and increasing influence of African-American
Members. Like the first edition, this volume is organized
chronologically, to represent more accurately the effects of
historical trends on blacks’ entry into Congress. In contrast
to the Members’ profiles in both of the previous editions
of Black Americans in Congress, the profiles in this edition
have been expanded, with more emphasis on elections
and congressional service. Additionally, the political and
institutional developments affecting African Americans’
participation in Congress are analyzed in contextual essays.
Appendices include committee assignments, leadership
positions (committee, subcommittee, and elected party
posts), familial connections in Congress, CBC chairs,
and major civil rights acts since 1863. Charts and graphs
illustrate historical statistics and trends. Photographs of each
Member are also included, as well as an index.

Throughout this book, we use the terms “black” and
“African American” interchangeably. The title of this volume,
Black Americans in Congress, was specified in the print
resolution and follows the first two editions of this book.
However, since the last edition of this book was published



An illustration in Harper's Weekly, July 1868, depicts a political meeting of African Americans in the South. Personal campaigns conducted among their neighbors
in majority-black districts throughout the South propelled 22 black men into the U.S. Congress between 1870 and 1901.

IMAGE CcOURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

in 1990, the term “African American” has become more
commonplace in both academic and general usage. Our
use of both terms reflects these considerations.

Part I of Black Americans in Congress contains profiles
of former black Members, averaging 1,500 words; some
profiles of Members with longer House and Senate careers
exceed 2,500 words. Each profile describes the Member’s
precongressional career and, when possible, contains a
detailed analysis of the subject’s first campaign for
congressional office as well as information about re-election
efforts, committee assignments, leadership, and major
legislative initiatives, and a brief summary of the Member’s
postcongressional career.

Part II contains profiles of current black Members, with
information on precongressional careers, first House or
Senate campaigns, committee and leadership positions,
and legislative achievements. Because these Members’
careers are still in progress, comprehensive accounts must
await a later date. At approximately 750 words each, the

profiles in Part II are about half as long as those for former
Members. These profiles are arranged alphabetically, rather
than chronologically.

We hope this volume will serve as a starting point
for students and researchers. Accordingly, bibliographic
information is provided for former and current Members.
When applicable, information about manuscript collections
and other repositories with significant holdings (e.g., the
transcript of an oral history or extended correspondence)
is included at the end of each Member’s profile. This
information was drawn from the House and Senate records
that were used to compile the Biographical Directory of the
U.S. Congress at http://bioguide.congress.gov.

The literature on African-American history, which
has grown into one of the most dynamic fields in the
profession, has been created largely since the 1960s. John
Hope Franklin, the post—World War II dean of black
history, wrote the textbook From Slavery to Freedom (first
published in 1947; later editions were written with Alfred
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A. Moss, Jr.); with eight editions in
half a century, this textbook remains
an excellent starting point for those
who wish to appreciate the breadth
of the African-American historical
experience. The ample literature
on black history is far too complex
for a detailed discussion here. As
often as possible we have pointed readers, in the endnotes
of the essays and profiles of this volume, toward standard
works on various aspects of black history and congressional
history. However, the following studies proved exceptionally
important and deserve mention: Eric Foner, Reconstruction:
America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863—1877 (New York:
Harper and Row, 1988), C. Vann Woodward, 7he Strange
Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press,
1974); J. Morgan Kousser, 7he Shaping of Southern
Politics: Suffrage Restriction and Establishment of the One-
Party South, 1880—1910 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1974); Robert L. Zangrando, 7he NAACP Crusade
Against Lynching, 1909—1950 (Philadelphia, PA: Temple
University Press, 1980); Carol Swain, Black Faces, Black
Interests: The Representation of African Americans in Congress
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); and
Robert L. Singh, 7he Congressional Black Caucus: Racial
Politics in the U.S. Congress (Thousand Oaks, California:
Sage, 1998). We also consulted several general texts that
profile black Members of Congress and major politicians:
Maurine Christopher, Black Americans in Congress (New
York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Company, 1976); Stephen
Middleton, ed., Black Congressmen During Reconstruction:
A Documentary Sourcebook (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002);
and Eric Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers: A Directory of Black
Officeholders During Reconstruction, revised edition (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 19906).

Historians now know a great deal more about the lives
of early African-American politicians than they did even

Top: Earning a seat in the House of Representatives by special election,
Robert Nix of Pennsylvania went on to serve there for 21 years. He was
one of the first blacks elected to Congress during the civil rights era, and
once commented that he dedicated himself “to ending the oppression

of black people.”

Right: A former Olympic track star, lllinois Representative Ralph Metcalfe
broke ranks with the Chicago political machine to investigate allegations of
police brutality in the city. Despite the loss of party support from the machine,
Metcalfe successfully won re-election. “Ihere is only one issue,” Metcalfe
declared. “The right of black people to choose their own public officials and
not have them picked from downtown.”

CotrrecTioN of U.S. HoUsE OF REPRESENTATIVES
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a brief generation ago. The civil rights movement of the
1960s renewed black participation in the political process
and refocused interest on this long-neglected aspect of
history. As the field of African-American history has grown,
a number of political biographies have been published
on 19th-century black Members of Congress, including
Revels, Elliott, White, Murray, Robert Smalls of South
Carolina (1875-1879; 1882—-1883; 1884—1887), John
Mercer Langston of Virginia (1890-1891), and Blanche K.
Bruce of Mississippi (1875—1881). The lives of major 20th-
century black Members of Congress have been chronicled
in recent biographies, including Mitchell, Powell, and
Young. But a number of prominent legislators have yet to
be studied thoroughly, including 19th-century figures such
as Rainey and John Roy Lynch of Mississippi (1873-1877;
1882-1883) and many 20th-century Members, including
De Priest, Dawson, Diggs, Hawkins, and Jordan.

Several sources were indispensable starting points in
the compilation of this book. Inquiries into Members’
congressional careers should begin with the Biographical
Directory of the United States Congress, http://bioguide.
congress.gov. Maintained by the House Office of History
and Preservation and the Senate Historical Office, this
publication contains basic biographical information about
Members, pertinent bibliographic
references, and information about
manuscript collections. It is easily
searchable and updated regularly.
In the early phase of research, we
also consulted standard reference
works such as the American National
Biography, the Dictionary of American
Biography, the Dictionary of American
Negro Biography, and Current Biography. We used various
editions of the Almanac of American Politics (Washington,
DC: National Journal Inc.) and Politics in America
(Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly Press) as a
starting point in our research involving current Members as
well as many former Members who served after 1971.

Much of the information was researched using primary
sources, particularly published official congressional records
and scholarly compilations of congressional statistics.
Following is a summary of the sources consulted for
information related to congressional elections, committee
assignments, legislation, votes, floor debates, news accounts,
and images.

Congressional election results for the biennial elections
from 1920 onward are available in the Clerk’s “Election



In 1977, 15 of the Congressional Black Caucus members posed on the steps of the U.S. Capitol, from left to right: (front row) Barbara Jordan of Texas, Robert Nix,
Sr., of Pennsylvania, Ralph Metcalfe of Illinois, Cardiss Collins of Illinois, Parren Mitchell of Maryland, Gus Hawkins of California, Shirley Chisholm of New
York; (middle row) John Conyers, Jr., of Michigan, Charles Rangel of New York, Harold Ford, Sr., of Tennessee, Yvonne Brathwaite Burke of California, Walter
Fauntroy of the District of Columbia; (back row) Ronald Dellums of California, Louis Stokes of Ohio, and Charles C. Diggs, Jr., of Michigan.

IMAGE COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION

Statistics,” published by the Government Printing Office
(GPO) and available in PDF/HTML format at heep://
clerk.house.gov/member_info/electionInfo/index.html.
Michael J. Dubin et al., United States Congressional
Elections, 1788—1997 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and
Company, Publishing, Inc., 1998) contains results for both
general and special elections. For information on district
boundaries and reapportionment, we relied on Kenneth
C. Martis’s The Historical Atlas of Political Parties in the
United States Congress, 1789-1989 (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1989) and the three-volume work
by Stanley B. Parsons et al., United States Congressional
Districts (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986).

Committee assignments and information about
jurisdiction can be found in two indispensable scholarly
compilations: David T. Canon, Garrison Nelson, and
Charles Stewart III, Committees in the U.S. Congress, 1789~
1946, four volumes (Washington, DC: Congtressional
Quarterly Press, 2002) and Garrison Nelson, Committees in

the U.S. Congress, 1947-1992, two volumes (Washington,
DC: Congtessional Quarterly Press, 1994). We also
consulted the Congressional Directory, a GPO publication
that dates back into the 19th century. From the 104th
Congress onward, it is available online at GPO; see htep://
www.gpoaccess.gov/cdirectory/index.html.

Legislation, floor debates, roll call votes, bills,
resolutions, and public laws as far back as the 1980s can
be searched on the Library of Congress's THOMAS Web
site at htep://thomas.loc.gov. Two particularly useful print
resources that discuss historical acts of Congress are: Steven
V. Stathis’s Landmark Legislation, 1774—-2002: Major
U.S. Acts and Treaties (Washington, DC: Congressional
Quarterly Press, 2002) and Brian K. Landsberg, ed., Major
Acts of Congress, three volumes (New York: Macmillan
Reference, Thompson—Gale, 2004). Floor debates about
legislation can be found in the Congressional Record (1873
to the present), which is available at the THOMAS Web

site from 1989 to the present; an index of the Record from
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In 1992, Senator Carol Moseley-Braun of Illinois became the first black
woman and the fourth African American to win election to the U.S. Senate.
Moseley-Braun was one of 17 new African-American Members elected in
the 1992 campaign. As a result, the Congressional Black Caucuss numbers
increased to a significant voting bloc of 40 members.

ImaGE courtEsy oF THE U.S. SENaTE HistoricaL OFFICE

1983 to the present is available at http://www.gpoaccess.
gov/cri/index.html. Electronic copies of the Congressional
Globe (the predecessor to the Congressional Record) are
available at “A Century of Lawmaking,” part of the Library
of Congtess’s online American Memory Collection. We
also consulted the official proceedings in the House Journal
and the Senate Journal. For House roll call votes back to
the second session of the 101st Congress, please visit the
House History page on the Web site of Clerk of the House
at htep://clerk.house.gov/art_history/house_history/index.
html. For Senate roll call votes back to the 1st session of the
101st Congress, see the following page on the U.S. Senate
Web site: http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/a_
three_sections_with_teasers/votes.htm. For print copies

of the Congressional Directory, the Congressional Record,

the House Journal, or the Senate Journal, please consult a
local federal depository library. A GPO locator for federal
depository libraries is accessible at http://catalog.gpo.gov/
tdlpdir/FDLPdir.jsp.

Using an online database, we reviewed key newspapers
for major historical time periods covered in this book,
including the New York Times, the Washington Post, the
Los Angeles Times, the Christian Science Monitor, the Wall
Street Journal, the Chicago Tribune, the Boston Globe, and
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the Atlanta Constitution. We also consulted old editions
of African-American newspapers, including the Chicago
Defender, the Atlanta Daily World, the Pittsburgh Courier
and the New York Amsterdam. News accounts and feature
stories, particularly for Members who served before 1945,
helped fill in obscure details. Many of these newspaper
citations appear in the notes.

This edition of Black Americans in Congress involved a
significant amount of photo research. Previous editions
of this book included only a head-and-shoulders image of
each Member. Individual picture credits were not included
in the 1977 edition, though the book contained an
acknowledgement page. In the 1990 edition, each picture
was accompanied by a photo credit, but many images were
credited to Members’ offices that no longer exist or to the
collection of the House Historian whose office closed in the
mid-1990s.

Anticipating that some readers might want to acquire
photo reproductions, we strove to provide accurate
information for images that are accessible from public,
private, and commercial repositories. We used the
following photo collections: Prints and Photographs
Division of the Library of Congress (Washington,

DC); the Still Pictures Branch of the National Archives
and Records Administration (College Park, MD); the
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard University
(Washington, DC); the Scurlock Studio Records,

Archives Center, National Museum of American History,
Smithsonian Institution (Washington, DC); the John
Mercer Langston Collection, Fisk University Franklin
Library (Nashville, TN); the Dwight D. Eisenhower
Presidential Library (Abilene, KS); the John E Kennedy
Presidential Library (Boston, MA); the Lyndon Baines
Johnson Presidential Library (Austin, TX); the Philadelphia
Inquirer archives; the Mike Espy Collection at the
Congressional and Political Research Center at Mississippi
State University (Starkville, MS); and the Texas State
Senate Media Services (Austin, TX). Additionally, some
images were provided by the Office of the Clerk, U.S.
House of Representatives; the Collection of the U.S. House
of Representatives; the U.S. House of Representatives
Photography Office; the Collection of the U.S. Senate; and
the U.S. Senate Historical Office. The images of current
Members were provided by their offices, which are the
point of contact for persons seeking official images.
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* PART ONE x

Former Black-American Members




“IThe Fifteenth . Amendment
in Flesh and Blood”

THE SYMBOLIC GENERATION OF
BLACK AMERICANS IN CONGRESS, 1870-1887

When Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi—the first African
American to serve in Congress—toured the United States in 1871, he
was introduced as the “Fifteenth Amendment in flesh and blood.”
Indeed, the Mississippi-born preacher personified African-American
emancipation and enfranchisement. On January 20, 1870, the state
legislature chose Revels to briefly occupy a U.S. Senate seat, previously
vacated by Albert Brown when Mississippi seceded from the Union in
1861.% As Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts escorted Revels to
the front of the chamber to take his oath on February 25, the Atlanta
Constitution reported that “the crowded galleries rose almost en masse,
and each particular neck was stretched to its uttermost to get a view. . .
A curious crowd (colored and white) rushed into the Senate chamber
and gazed at the colored senator, some of them congratulating him.

A very respectable looking, well dressed company of colored men and
women then came up and took Revels captive, and bore him off in glee
and triumph.” The next day, the Chicago Tribune jubilantly declared
that “the first letter with the frank of a negro was dropped in the Capitol
Post Office.”® But Revels’s triumph was short-lived. When his appoint-

Joseph Rainey of South Carolina, the first black Representative in Congress, earned the distinction of also being the first
black man to preside over a session of the House, in April 1874.

O1L oN canvas, SiMmMie Knox, 2004, CoLLEcTiON OF U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES







In a print featured in an 1870 Harper’s
Weekly, Jefferson Daviss ghost lurked in the
Senate Chamber, observing the swearing-
in of the first black Senator, Hiram Revels
of Mississippi. Revelss importance is given
Shakespearean proportions by placing

the words of Othellos villainous lago

in Daviss mouth. This print was drawn

by artist Thomas Nast, who sympathized
with Radical Republicans in Congress.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY
oF CONGRESS

Reconstruction:

Refers to both the 12-year period
(1865-1877) and political process
after the American Civil War in which
the former Confederate states were
re-admitted to the Union, beginning
the nations long process of readjustment

after the end of slavery.
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ment expired the following year, a leading white Republican, former Confederate
general James Alcorn, took his place for a full six-year term.

In many respects, Revels’s service foreshadowed that of the black Representatives
who succeeded him during Reconstruction—a period of Republican-controlled
efforts to reintegrate the South into the Union. They, too, were largely symbols of
Union victory in the Civil War and of the triumph of Radical Republican idealism
in Congtess. “[The African-American Members] have displaced the more noisy
‘old masters’ of the past,” a reporter with the Chicago Tribune wrote, “and, in their
presence in [Congress], vindicate the safety of the Union which is incident to the
broadest freedom in political privileges.”” The African-American Representatives also
symbolized a new democratic order in the United States. These men demonstrated
not only courage, but also relentless determination. They often braved elections
marred by violence and fraud. With nuance and tact they balanced the needs of
black and white constituents in their Southern districts, and they argued passionately
for legislation promoting racial equality. However, even in South Carolina, a state
that was seemingly dominated by black politicians, African-American Members
never achieved the level of power wielded by their white colleagues during
Reconstruction. Though pushed to the margins of the institutional power structure,
the black Representatives nevertheless believed they had an important role as
advocates for the United States’s newest citizens.

RECONSTRUCTION’S NEW ORDER

On New Year’s Day 1863, Republican President Abraham Lincoln signed the
Emancipation Proclamation, freeing slaves in captured portions of the Confederacy,
and changing the goal of the two-year-old Civil War from one of suppressing a
rebellion and preserving the Union to bringing a new order to the United States.
The North’s victory in 1865 elated the newly freed slaves, but their freedom also
generated new questions about the future economic and political landscape of the
South. Sweeping change transformed the former Confederacy in the decade that
followed, as the Northern victors in Congress experimented with ways to reconcile
with their former enemies.”

Radical Republicans were the driving force in Congress in the waning days of the
Civil War. Primarily former abolitionists who represented Northern constituencies,
these politicians looked to implement in the postwar South their “utopian vision
of a nation whose citizens enjoyed equality of civil and political rights, secured by a
powerful and beneficent state.”® They emphasized the political equality of American
men, yet with few exceptions, stopped short of calling for the social integration of
the races. The venerable Charles Sumner of Massachusetts—a fiery, well-spoken
abolitionist who endured an infamous beating from South Carolina Representative
Preston Brooks on the Senate Floor in 1856— led the Radical Republicans in the
Senate. Pennsylvania Representative Thaddeus Stevens—caustic, brooding, and a
brilliant political strategist—led the charge in the House. Sumner and Stevens hoped
Democratic President Andrew Johnson, who succeeded the assassinated President
Lincoln in April 1865, would be even more harsh than Lincoln in readmitting
Confederate states. But Johnson believed in limited federal intervention and did not
share the Radical Republicans’ sweeping vision of freedmen’s rights. The President’s
plan granted amnesty to repentant former Confederates and turned southern politics
over to Union loyalists. The administration and the congressional majority were



soon at odds. Of the 29 vetoes issued by Johnson—many involving Reconstruction
bills—15 were overridden, more than for any other President.’

Unable to circumvent Johnson, Radical Republicans sought to remove him. In
January 1867, Republican Representative James M. Ashley of Ohio introduced a
resolution, adopted by the House, instructing the Judiciary Committee to “inquire
into the conduct of Andrew Johnson,” with an eye toward impeaching the President.
The committee initially rejected the measure. But in September 1867, after President
Johnson attempted to dismiss Secretary of War Edwin Stanton—who opposed
Johnson’s Reconstruction plan and worked closely with congressional Radicals—the
committee recommended impeachment proceedings in a 5 to 4 vote, claiming
Johnson had violated the Tenure of Office Act (14 Stat. 430—432). The full House
rejected that report, but Johnson was bent on confronting Congress. In February
1868, when the President again tried to dismiss Stanton, congressional retribution
was swift. The House voted 126 to 47 to impeach President Johnson, though the
Senate later acquitted him by a single vote.

Even in the face of presidential intransigence, the Radical Republicans imposed
a bold agenda of strict reforms upon the former Confederacy. Collectively, their
push for African-American political rights surpassed any measure ever seen in the
United States. The 38th Congress (1863—1865) quickly passed and submitted
for ratification the 13th Amendment (13 Stat. 744-775)—outlawing slavery—
in 1865. That same year, Congress established the Freedmen’s Bureau (13 Stat.
507-509), which was charged with preparing the newly freed slaves for civic life by
providing social services and education. In 1866, the 39th Congress (1865-1867)
passed the first Civil Rights Bill (14 Stat. 27-30), granting American citizenship
to freed slaves, and then expanded upon the legislation by approving the 14th
Amendment (14 Stat. 358-359), which enforced the equality of all citizens before
the law. On the final day the House met during the 39th Congress, the Radicals
divided the former Confederacy into five military districts, each commanded by a
U.S. Army general and ruled by military law. The act also provided strict conditions
for re-admission to the Union: each of the 10 remaining Confederate states was
required to rewrite its constitution at a convention attended by black and white
delegates, to guarantee black suffrage, and to ratify the 14th Amendment.'’ In a rare
move, the 40th Congress (1867-1869) convened minutes after the 39th Congress
adjourned and quickly granted greater authority to the commanders of each military

President Abraham Lincoln became a
symbol of hope for African Americans.
Harper’s Weekly published this image,
shown here in detail, of the crowd
gathered at the Capitol for Lincoln’s
first inauguration in 1861.
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Freedmen’s Bureau:

From 1865 to 1872, the Bureau

of Abandoned Lands, Freedmen,

and Refugees (better known as the
Freedmen’s Bureau) provided resources
such as food, clothing, and medical
treatment to freed slaves and southern
white refugees. The Freedmen’s Bureaun
also interceded with employers to secure
economic and civil rights for freed
slaves and worked with northern

philanthropists to open schools for them.

This 1868 Currier & lIves print, titled
“The Freedman’s Bureau,” featured a young
man dressing for a visit to Congress. An
ambivalent image highlighting both the
subjects conscientiousness and low economic
status, this commercial decorative print
reflected the complex attitudes toward
Afvican Americans during the period.
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This 1866 political cartoon, distributed

by a white-supremacist candidate, declared
that Republicans sought to grant suffrage

to black men in order to create a voting
bloc for themselves. Detractors of the
campaign for full black male suffrage

were attempting to discredit abolitionist
Representative Thaddeus Stevens of
Pennsylvania and others.
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Ratified on February 3, 1870, the 15th
Amendment (S.]. Res. 8) forbade any state
10 deprive a citizen of his vote because of race,
color, or previous condition of servitude.
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ADMINISTRATION
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district by vesting them with considerable powers to hold elections and determine
citizens’ eligibility to vote. The 15th Amendment (16 Stat. 40—41), which passed
in 1869, enforced the right to vote for eligible African-American men. Thus, in an
effort to achieve their ambitious vision for a racially transformed South, Radical
Republicans drastically changed the status of southern blacks; within the space of
a decade, millions who formerly had been classified as property exercised their new
rights as voters and potential officeholders."

After the ratification of the 15th Amendment, former slaves flocked to the ballot
boxes and the more ambitious sought political office. By 1877 about 2,000 black
men had won local, state, and federal offices in the former Confederate states.'?
But although black voters formed the bulk of the Republican constituency in the
former Confederacy, black officeholders never achieved significant power within
the GOP ranks. Nor did any southern state elect black officeholders in proportion
to its African-American population. Finally, black politicians never controlled
a government at the state level during the Reconstruction Era even though the
populations in several states were majority black.

PRE-CONGRESSIONAL EXPERIENCE

Slavery

All 17 of the African-American Congressmen elected between 1870 and 1887
came from the new Reconstruction governments in the former Confederacy. All
but two—Representatives Robert Elliott of South Carolina and James O’Hara of
North Carolina—were born in the South and just under half (eight) were born into
bondage. Even the early lives of those who had not been enslaved were profoundly
shaped the by the institution of slavery. Laws restricting the movements and
opportunities of free and enslaved blacks in the South uprooted families and lives.
Before age 25, John Hyman of North Carolina was sold at least eight times. Joseph
Rainey of South Carolina, though free, faced several legal obstacles while traveling to




wed Susan Rainey in Philadelphia in 1859; only with the help of friends did Rainey
avoid being charged as a criminal for an unauthorized visit to a free state. When the

newlyweds returned to Charleston, they had to circumvent laws disallowing free Mulasto:
blacks from returning to the South. The offspring of a European-American
While navigating the antebellum South was difficult for all blacks, skin color and Afvican-American union;

affected postbellum African Americans economic and political opportunities.'? .
p P PP also used loosely in the 19th century

Regional differences of opinion on racial miscegenation dated back to colonial
slavery. Fifteen of the Reconstruction-Era Congressmen hailed from the Lower to describe anyone of mied race
South, a geographic region stretching southwest from South Carolina. Thirteen were resembling a mulatto.

of mixed race heritage. The Lower South adopted a Caribbean plantation system of

slavery from its earliest colonization that included three castes: white, “mulatto” (or
mixed race), and black."* Often, biracial slaves were given less menial tasks, offered
more educational opportunities, and treated on better terms than darker slaves,
giving them many advantages that prepared them to be leaders in their postbellum
communities. Those who were the sons of their white masters or of prominent local
white men especially benefited from being light-skinned, both within and outside

of the bonds of slavery. Four Reconstruction-Era black Members were likely the Antebellums

offspring of their former slaveowners. - i b th
Relative to communities of slaves, free black communities in the antebellum ¢ era preceding a war, especialty the
Lower South were small, urban, economically independent, and overwhelmingly of American Civil War, 1861-1865.

mixed race. These communities developed from the private manumission of favored

personal servants or a slaveowner’s offspring, as well as free black immigrants during
the colonial period. The 1850 Census was the first to include statistics on the mixed
race population in the United States. Eighty-six percent of mulatto Americans
(350,000) lived south of Maryland. Though only 39 percent of this population lived
in the Lower South, 75 percent of them were free and the bulk of them lived in
Charleston, South Carolina, New Orleans, Louisiana, and other port cities."” Three
of the black men who served in Congress in the postbellum years descended from
the free, mixed-race elite in the Lower South.

Though mulattos in the Lower South had more opportunities than their
darker neighbors, their existence in a racial middle ground presented a unique set

of challenges. Before and after the Civil War, mixed-race men and women were
fully accepted by none. Colonial and antebellum mulatto aristocrats often looked Postbellum:

down on darker-skinned blacks, who frequently resented these elites because of The period after a war, especially the
the privileges they enjoyed and the snobbery they sometimes exhibited. Southern

American Civil War, 1861—1865.
whites made fewer distinctions between gradations of skin color, preferring a rigid ’ '

boundary between black and white.'® For example, Mississippi Senator Blanche
Bruce’s black constituents were skeptical about his privileged background, and their
concerns intensified when Bruce made his permanent home in Washington, DC,

to escape violence in Mississippi. He took his position on civil rights from a distance,
regarding the African-American cause as a practical political strategy rather than as a
personal issue. Yet, despite his centrist politics, Mississippi whites refused to support
his re-election because of the color of his skin."”

Education

The educational backgrounds of these 17 men were mixed, though collectively
they far exceeded those of most African Americans of the time. From the colonial
period on, southern states banned teaching both free and enslaved black children to

read and write, largely as a means of social control. Restricting the slaves’ education
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“The Result of the Fifteenth Amendment,”
a print from 1870, featured a parade
surrounded by vignettes of the new
opportunities provided by the law

and individuals instrumental in the
amendments enactment.
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limited their ability to survive apart from their masters. Southern cities afforded the
best opportunities to circumvent anti-literacy laws. Ignoring harsh punishment,
well-educated free blacks and liberal whites sometimes opened illegal schools to
teach urban slaves.'®

Most of the black Congressmen who were raised in urban areas attained basic
skills. The more fortunate—Dboth slave and free—obtained an education as children.
Hiram Revels attended one of two schools for black children in Fayetteville, North
Carolina. “Together with the other colored youths [I] was fully and successfully
instructed by our able and accomplished teacher in all branches of learning,” Revels
recalled. Advancement beyond the secondary school level, however, was not an
option open to any black men in the antebellum South. “While I appreciated the
educational advantages I enjoyed in the school and was proud of what I could show
in mental culture,” Revels admitted, “I had an earnest desire for something more
than a mere business education . . . I desired to study for a profession and this
prompted me to leave my native state.”’” Revels went on to attend seminary and
received a college education in Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois. Others also born in the
South acquired educations in the North or in Canada.

Those who were not educated as children—predominantly former slaves—
acquired reading and mathematical skills or a trade as adults during and after the
Civil War. State and local governments sometimes financed public schools, or
normal schools, but the Freedmen’s Bureau used federal money to fund educational
institutions. By 1870, more than 4,000 schools in the South served nearly a quarter-
million students.”” Having learned the photographer’s trade, future Mississippi
Representative John Lynch attended a few months of night school in Natchez,
Mississippi, after 1865. Lynch improved upon his brief formal education by reading
northern newspapers and listening in on lessons at an all-white school adjacent to his
photography shop.



Professional Background

In many respects, the professional backgrounds of the 19th-century black
Representatives reflected the work experiences of black officeholders in the South
generally; however, many were also ambitious entrepreneurs. Most 19th-century
black Representatives were educators; seven served as teachers and five worked as
school administrators. Others were clergy, farmers, barbers, tailors, hotel managers,
steamboat porters, photographers, or store owners.

Many 19th-century political aspirants flocked to the newspaper industry, as these
publications were primarily organs for political parties and a time-honored vehicle
for advancing one’s political career.” Black newspapers increased slowly in the 1870s
due to widespread illiteracy in the black population, yet these publications increased
fivefold in the next decade.?? Black Representatives used their newspapers to aid
their campaigns. Richard Cain of South Carolina bought the Souzh Carolina Leader
(renamed the Missionary Record in 1868) to express the political and theological
views of his African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Emanuel Church congregation,
which was, one local observer noted, “one of the strongest political organizations
in the state.” Robert Smalls of South Carolina also started his own newspaper,
the Beaufort Southern Standard, in 1872. As well, Josiah Walls of Florida bought
the Gainesville New Era newspaper after losing his re-election bid in 1874, to
retain a public presence and to boost his odds of recapturing his seat. Alabama
Representative James Rapier worked briefly as a reporter for a northern newspaper.
In 1872, after white newspapers refused to print his speeches or acknowledge his
candidacy for Congress, he started his own newspaper, the Republican Sentinel,
in Montgomery, Alabama, and used it to promote his campaign.

Given their relative professional success, it is no surprise that 19th-century black
Representatives were affluent relative to the rest of the population. At least seven
amassed more than $5,000. The average worth of the first 16 black Members of
Congress (first elected before 1876) was $5,825. Forty-one percent of state and local
black officeholders, generally, were worth less than $1,000 each.?* Senator Blanche
Bruce, the wealthiest individual, was worth more than $150,000 when he served in
the U.S. Senate; he amassed his fortune primarily through real estate.” Several South
Carolinians participated in the speculative railroad fever that swept across the South
during Reconstruction. Four black South Carolina Representatives—Joseph Rainey,
Richard Cain, Alonzo Ransier, and Robert Smalls—partnered with seven others to
form the Enterprise Railroad Company in 1870. The small, horse-drawn rail service
shipped goods from the wharves on the Cooper River in Charleston to stations
farther inland that connected to major cities. The business barely weathered the
boom-and-bust economy of the early 1870s. It passed to white ownership in 1873
and lasted until the 1880s.%

CRAFTING AN IDENTITY
The Republican Party and Black Representation

All of the 19th-century black Representatives were Republicans, recognizing and
appreciating the role that the Republican Party played in obtaining their political
rights and—for many—their emancipation.”” Most remained lifelong Republicans
and encouraged their black constituents to vote for white GOP candidates as
well. “We are not ungrateful or unappreciative people,” Robert Smalls said on

E.E. Murrays 1883 print, “From the
Plantation to the Senate,” illustrated
notable black leaders including Joseph
Rainey of South Carolina, Hiram
Revels of Mississippi, and Josiah Walls
of Florida.
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African-American Members of Congress
were often grouped together in the public
imagination. This print, from Speaker
James G. Blaine of Maines memoirs,
Twenty Years of Congress from Lincoln
to Garfield, showed, clockwise from

upper right: James Rapier of Alabama,
John Lynch of Mississippi, Joseph Rainey
of South Carolina, and Hiram Revels of
Mississippi. Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi

is pictured in the center.
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Nominating convention:

A meeting of local party officials to
select the delegates who eventually
designated party nominees for elective
office or represented the locality at state
or national conventions. Developed in
the 18205 and 1830s, the system
ensured that only one member would
run for an elective position while
providing structure and publicity for
the party. In the early 20th century
the modern primary election replaced
nominating conventions as the
principal method for selecting

congressional candidates.
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the House Floor. “We can never forget the Moses who led us out of the land of
bondage.”® In 1872, Liberal Republicans ran their own candidate, newspaper editor
Horace Greeley, against incumbent President Ulysses S. Grant, testing the black
Representatives loyalty to the GOP. The Liberal platform embraced the enforcement
of the Reconstruction Amendments, amnesty for former Confederates, and a laissez-
faire economic policy. Prominent advocates for black civil rights, including Senator
Charles Sumner, joined the Liberal camp. Despite their agreement with most of

the Liberal Republican platform, black Representatives generally allied themselves
with the GOP. Jeremiah Haralson of Alabama told a meeting of prominent black
New Orleans politicians, “I have been a slave all my life and am free on account of
the Republican Party, and if it comes to an issue, I for one am ready to let Charles
Sumner fall and let the Republican Party stand.”® Grant handily defeated Greeley—
who also ran as the Democratic candidate.*

Factionalism was an even larger problem for the GOP in the South than it was
on a national scale. Propped up by military rule under Reconstruction governments,
southern Republicans recognized early on that their majorities depended on courting
both black and white constituencies—especially as former Confederates regained
the right to vote. Various Republican factions disagreed on how best to accomplish
this, pivoting on several fulcrums in the Reconstruction South. The foremost was
geographic origin, dividing between carpetbaggers and scalawags. Carpetbaggers
were white Republicans from the North, who were primarily Union veterans seeking
new political and economic opportunities in the South. White GOP partisans
native to the South, many of whom were Unionists during the Civil War, were
known as scalawags. Initially, scalawags were typically elected on more conservative
platforms—they favored leniency toward former Confederates and focused on
the economic rehabilitation of the war-torn South. Carpetbaggers tended to run
more radical campaigns, advocating forceful civil rights legislation protecting
black southerners.!

The nominating convention system used to select candidates only exacerbated
GOP factionalism. In a practice born in the 1830s, voters elected delegates, who
then attended local conventions to elect candidates for Congress as well as for
other state and local offices. Delegates elected candidates by voice vote; if a single
candidate did not receive a majority of votes, the convention chair would call for
another round of voting (or balloting) and continue this practice until a majority
was obtained. The convention system initially consolidated party power and allowed
party leaders to control the flow of the conventions. However, in the Reconstruction
South, party conventions were often contentious, violent, and inconclusive in the
face of several factions. Those not officially receiving the party nomination often ran
as third-party “Independent Republican” candidates.”* Race was a second fulcrum
on which GOP factions balanced, and white Republicans losing nominations to
black candidates frequently ran as Independent Republicans in the general election,
effectively splitting the GOP vote.

White Republican leaders were careful to maintain hegemony, even in states with
black majorities, such as South Carolina, which had the largest black population
(60 percent) concentrated in the low country—coastal areas with pre-war rice and
cotton plantations.* A series of strong, white Republican governors came to power
throughout the Reconstruction period, often bolstered by the large black electorate.
Carpetbagger Robert Scott (1868—1872), scalawag Franklin Moses (1872—1874),



and carpetbagger Daniel Chamberlain (1874-1877) all served as
Republican executives.

The Scott and Moses administrations were ridiculed nationwide for their
corruption. A former doctor and Civil War colonel from Ohio, Robert Scott
arrived in South Carolina as an assistant commissioner in the Freedmen’s Bureau
in 1866. He soon became a staunch defender of African-American rights in the
South, volunteering his medical services and setting up camps and clinics for
destitute freedmen. Scott’s popularity catapulted him to the governor’s mansion
just two years later, primarily via the black vote. Yet Scott’s administration soon
succumbed to accusations of kickbacks and bribes involving the state’s railroad funds
as well as corrupt practices by the State Land Commission, created to purchase
and resell parcels of land to freedmen. Scott left office in 1872 under a cloud of
scrutiny, leaving the state heavily in debt. His successor, South Carolina native
Franklin Moses, followed his predecessor’s practices, often steering public money
into projects to pay down his personal debt. When creditors attempted to arrest
him, Moses called in the state militia to defend himself. Thoroughly discredited
by 1874, Moses did not stand for re-election.? Alonzo Ransier, who had earned a
reputation for honesty statewide, despite having served as lieutenant governor under
Scott, was particularly critical of the Moses administration. He told an audience
of constituents, “let every man feel that society at large will hold him and the
party accountable for every misdeed in the administration of government, and will
credit him with every honest effort in the interest of the people and . . . of good
government.”® Generally, however, the black Representatives defended their GOP
state governments against attacks by Democrats on the House Floor. Josiah Walls
noted that, “daily, you hear it loudly proclaimed upon this floor by the enemies of
this Government that ‘reconstruction’ in the South caused by the enfranchisement of
the Negro ‘is a failure.” . . . But they suggest no remedy for evils that are said to exist,
nor do they deny the fact that it is the [white supremacists] banded together for
the very purpose of overthrowing regularly established State governments by force
and fraud.”*

The relationship between black and white Republicans was the “progeny of a
simple quid pro quo,” explains one scholar. “Republicans wanted southern black
votes to secure their burgeoning political dominance, and, in exchange . . . African
Americans wanted protection from discrimination . . . and a greater share of freedom
and equality.”” African Americans eventually expressed a hope that the freedmen
constituency would have a choice in party loyalty in the future. Representative John
Lynch noted on the House Floor, “I want to see the day come when the colored
people of this county can afford to occupy an independent position in politics.

But that day, in my judgment, will never come so long as there remains a strong,
powerful, intelligent, wealthy organization arrayed against them as a race and
as a class.”

Relegated to a single party, black candidates had the overwhelming task of
balancing both factions of the Republican Party. One historian notes that “since
[African-American politicians] could neither leave the party, nor control it, black
Republicans began to operate as a pressure group within it. . . . In this sense,
they were practicing what later became known as ethnic politics. Operating as a
group, they tried to barter votes for offices and benefits.”* Black ofhiceholders saw
themselves as advocates for their race, not just their constituents—a political strategy

Carpetbagger:

A derogatory term applied by the
popular press to a Northerner who went
to the South during Reconstruction

to pursue economic or political
opportunities. Many of these
Northerners carried their belongings
in carpetbags. This term is also used
by observers of current political affairs
to describe a person who interferes
with the politics of a locality ro which
he or she has no permanent or

genuine connection.

Referencing the trend of northerners moving
to southern states to run for elective office,
Harper’s Weekly illustrated the “carper
bagger” in another drawing by Radical-
Republican-sympathizing cartoonist
Thomas Nast, its November 9, 1872, issue.
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Scalawag:

A derogatory name denoting an
imposter or intriguer, especially

in politics. In the 19th century,
the popular press applied the name
to white southerners who willingly
worked within the system

of the Union-backed state

Reconstruction governments.

A.R. Waud portrayed the agents of the
Freedmen’s Bureau as peacemakers between
blacks and whites in this 1868 print.
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that was later described as “surrogate” representation.”” Richard Cain, who served
in the 43rd and 45th Congresses (1873—1875; 1877-1879), regularly referred to

the “five million people for whom I speak,” indicating the total African-American
population in the United States at the time.*!

Elections

Black-majority districts were essential for electing African-American
Representatives, especially in South Carolina, which elected relatively large numbers
of black Members. Only one man served a district whose population was less than
50 percent black: James Rapier represented, for one term, a southeastern Alabama
district whose population was 44 percent black.” The rest served districts whose
populations were typically at least 60 percent African-American. Reconstruction-
Era Republican state legislatures gerrymandered (drew districts that maximized
their voting populations) southern states to boost the party’s national strength upon
their return to the Union. As speaker of the Mississippi state assembly in 1872,
John Lynch reapportioned the state’s six seats in the U.S. House of Representatives,
creating five Republican-dominated districts. Later that year, he won a coastal seat
with a majority-black (55 percent) population.

South Carolina was, arguably, the crucible of black congressional experience in
the Reconstruction South; six of the 17 Black Americans to serve in Congress during
Reconstruction were from the Palmetto State. This number alone, however, fails to
convey South Carolina’s influence on black service in the Capitol during the 19th
century. Only one Congress—the 46th Congress (1879-1881)—did not have a
black man in the South Carolina delegation between 1870 and 1887; no black men
from any state served in the House during that Congress. In the 42nd Congress
(1871-1873), all but one of the state’s four congressional districts were represented
by black men. Richard Cain’s election as an At-Large Representative (representing
the entire state) in the following Congress meant five out of six South Carolina
Representatives were black.

Several factors account for South Carolina’s dominance in black representation.
Union forces captured some of the South Carolina Sea Islands as early as 1861,



emancipating the large slave populations and introducing them early to the
educational and economic benefits of Reconstruction—as well as political
organization. Led by a mixed-race elite, black Charlestonians also organized quickly
after the war’s end. Protesting the Black Codes—a series of restrictive laws dictating
black employment, movement, and lifestyle approved by the state legislature in
September 1865—black South Carolinians organized a statewide Colored Peoples
Convention in November. Several future South Carolina Members of Congtress cut
their political teeth at the convention, including Joseph Rainey, Robert De Large,
Alonzo Ransier, and Richard Cain. Their protest proved successful; in early 1866 the
new military commander of South Carolina, Union General Daniel Sickles, nullified
the Black Codes. After the 15th Amendment became law, the Republican Party
quickly marshaled the large, organized population on the South Carolina coast into
a dominant voting bloc.”* Unlike other states, whose black participation succumbed
to white Republicans by the 1870s, black South Carolinians maintained a majority
in the state legislature from 1868 to 1876. Black presiding officers reigned in the
state house of representatives from 1872 to 1876; Robert Elliott resigned his seat

in Congtess to take over the state speakership in 1874.

Black candidates still faced monumental electoral obstacles, despite the majority
of black and Republican voters in their districts. Violence and intimidation were
commonplace during congressional campaigns. A variety of white supremacist
groups existed, the most notorious being the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). Red Shirts and
Rifle Clubs operated out of South Carolina. White Leagues flourished throughout
the South.* White supremacists threatened black voters and attacked the candidates
during campaigns. The irregularities and confusion resulting from violent campaigns
led to an influx of contested elections, and the House Committee on Elections
handled an unusually heavy caseload during the Reconstruction Era. Established in
the 1st Congress in 1789, the committee was charged with rendering judgments on
disputed elections based on evidence and witness testimony. Members of the panel
heard each candidate’s evidence asserting his right to the seat. The committee voted
for its choice candidate and reported its findings to the whole House for a final
vote. Usually, the candidate representing the majority party had a distinct advantage
because votes within the committee and on the House Floor were often decided
along party lines.” Sixty percent of cases heard by the committee between 1867 and
1911 were from the former Confederacy—a percentage that is even more impressive
given the Confederate states constituted around 25 percent of the House.*

Though every southern state experienced violent elections, Alabama was the
center of KKK activity. In September of 1868, Klansmen forced James Rapier to flee
his home for a Montgomery, Alabama, boarding house where he lived in obscurity
for a year. Seeking re-election in 1874 to his southeastern Alabama district, Rapier
faced stolen and destroyed ballot boxes, bribery, fraudulent vote counts, armed
intimidation, and murder. Frightened black voters stayed home and Rapier lost
the election.”” The inability of his central Alabama neighbor Jeremiah Haralson to
garner more than 700 votes in a district whose population was more than 80 percent
black led the New York Times to observe in 1884, “the Democrats will always win in
Alabama, no matter how great the preponderance of the black voting population.”*®

When Mississippi Democrats vowed to recapture the state government in
the spring of 1874, Representative John Lynch’s re-election campaign nearly
succumbed to the pressure. “The Democrats were bold, outspoken, defiant, and

Gerrymander:

The act of dividing a geographic area
into districts so as to give one party an
unfair advantage during elections. In
the early 19th century, the party of
Massachusetts Governor Elbridge Gerry
redrew the state’s congressional districts
to favor its candidates. One district
resembled a salamander; hence the

combination of “Gerry” and “mander.”

On January 25, 1870, the provisional
governor of Mississippi certified that the
Mississippi state legislature elected Hiram
Revels to the United States Senate.

HiraM REVELS’S ORIGINAL ELECTION
CERTIFICATE, CENTER FOR LEGISLATIVE
ARCHIVES, NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND
RECORDS ADMINISTRATION.
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At-Large Representative:

A Representative elected to the House
in statewide voting when a majority
of the state delegation was elected by
single-member, geographically defined
districts. This method for electing differs
[from the general ticket, in which an
entire delegation is elected statewide.
Until the mid-20th century, At-Large
Representatives were often elected
immediately following decennial
apportionment. At-Large elections were

abolished by federal law in 1968.
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determined,” Lynch remarked. “I noticed that I was not received and greeted.”
Mississippi Democratic clubs were converted into “armed military companies” that
raided his Republican meetings.”” At an evening speech in Vicksburg, lights were
extinguished and Lynch was nearly crushed in a riotous stampede.*® Lynch was

the only Republican to survive a Democratic sweep in the polls in Mississippi. “It
would be a source of personal pride and congratulation if I could declare upon the
floor of the House of Representatives today that mob-law and violence do not exist
in any part of the South and are not tolerated by any portion of its citizens,” Lynch
said. “The circumstances are such that the facts would not sustain me in making
this declaration.”' Senator Blanche Bruce made a similar observation. Having
witnessed White League intimidation, Bruce warned his colleagues that “violence so
unprovoked . . . is a spectacle not only discreditable to the country, but is dangerous

to the integrity of our free institutions.”>?

Contested Elections

Black Representatives in the Reconstruction Era were profoundly affected by
contested elections. A contested election prevented the seating of the first black
man who won a congressional election. On October 4, 1868, John Willis Menard,
an Illinois-born mulatto newspaper editor who had held several GOP patronage
positions since 1862, declared his candidacy for a special election to fill a vacant
New Orleans, Louisiana, seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. Though he won
the special election with 65 percent of the vote, his opponent, Democrat Caleb
Hunt, contested the results, and the House Committee on Elections declared the
seat vacant. Menard defended his right to take office, becoming the first black
man to speak before the House while it was in session, on February 27, 1869.
Three other black men—Joseph Rainey, Josiah Walls, and Richard Cain—all
lost contested elections. Rainey remained in his seat, despite the ruling of the
Committee on Elections, because the House never took up his case for a full vote.
Five black Members contested six separate elections they lost. Only John Lynch and
Robert Smalls successfully contested their 1880 electoral losses before the majority
Republican 47th Congress (1881-1883).%

Black Members preoccupied with defending their contested seats lost valuable
time needed to introduce legislation or give speeches on the House Floor. As the
enormous caseload trickled through the Committee on Elections, the panel often
delayed its deliberations until late in the second session. Contested elections and
the personal and political turmoil that ensued marred the political career of Josiah
Walls. The Ku Klux Klan, entrenched near his northern Florida home, managed to
unseat him twice by running ex-Confederate generals against him in contests for an
At-Large seat and a district representing eastern Florida. Walls was unable to legislate
at all in the 44th Congress (1875-1877), as he was preoccupied defending his seat.

'WASHINGTON EXPERIENCE

Black Representatives found one of the country’s most expansive black elite
communities when they arrived in Washington during the Reconstruction Era.
In the postwar years, the country’s well-educated and wealthy African-American
population escaped the violence of the South and competition from white elites
in Boston and Philadelphia to settle in Washington. The “black 400” were drawn
to the capital city because of its cultural opportunities, government employment,
and relative economic security, and because of the presence of one of the country’s



premier black colleges: Howard University. They considered themselves socially
superior to the rest of the 40,000-plus African Americans in the city, who were
primarily former slaves seeking refuge in the city following the Civil War.>* Black
Representatives were well accepted among the black elite. Blanche Bruce’s family
was among the leading households; he purchased a lavish home near Mount Vernon
Square in the District of Columbia and socialized in the highest circles of the “black
400.”% Several black Representatives lived in the upper-class black neighborhoods
near Howard University.

Other black Representatives lived in upscale boarding houses and homes near
Lafayette Square and on Capitol Hill.’ In the 42nd Congress, Benjamin Turner of
Alabama and Josiah Walls occupied the same boarding house on 14th Street in the

northwest section of the city, near Franklin Park. The two were close neighbors to

Joseph Rainey and to prominent Republicans including Speaker James G. Blaine of [n a unique case of double contested

. . . elections, African-American Pinckney
Maine as well as Senator Sumner and Representatives Benjamin Butler and George B. S. Pinchback of Louisiana was elected
Hoar, all of Massachusetts.>” simultaneously to both the Senate and
House. Pinchback lost the contested House
seat and, citing claims of fraud in the state
legislature, the Senate denied him his seat
Rainey documented the second-class treatment he and his colleagues received in as well. Serving as provisional governor

Washington. He noted that black Representatives were forced to pay higher rent of Louisiana at the time, Pinchback signed
his own election certifications.

Yet African Americans in Congress during the Reconstruction Era also
experienced widespread discrimination. In an 1874 newspaper interview, Joseph

and higher prices at local restaurants.”® “Why is it that colored members of Congress
cannot enjoy the same immunities that are accorded to white members?” Rainey IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
asked on the House Floor. “We are here enacting laws for the country and

casting votes upon important questions; we have been sent here by the suffrages

of the people.”

A defining feature of the experience of black Congressmen on Capitol Hill in the
19th century was their relative isolation. Only a handful of black Representatives
served at any given time, and the two black Senators did not serve together. The
apex of black Membership in Congress during the 19th century was, ironically, in
the Democrat-controlled House during the 44th Congress. Seven African Americans
served in the House and Blanche Bruce kept his seat in the Senate. Because of their
small number and because they were a relative novelty, these men were often under
the glare of public scrutiny. When the African-American Representatives arrived in
Washington, they faced skepticism of their ability to fulfill their duties. “When the
first black man took his place in the House of Congress, Americans looked on with
wide-opened mouths and eyes, with caustic criticism,” Marie Le Baron reported
for the St. Louis Daily Globe in the opening paragraph of her piece profiling the
Members of the 43rd Congress. Skeptics, she continued, held “openly expressed
doubts of his ability to retain and fill the place of honor, and creditably to himself
and to the white nation.”®

Black Congressmen typically received high marks for their performance from
Republicans, who generally welcomed their colleagues to their respective chambers.
Speaker Blaine later praised his black colleagues in his memoirs. “They were as a rule,
studious, earnest, ambitious men,” wrote Blaine, “whose public conduct . . . would
be honorable to any race.”' Senator Roscoe Conkling of New York escorted Senator
Blanche Bruce to his swearing-in, beginning a lifelong friendship. Conkling coached
Bruce in Senate procedure and procured him advantageous committee assignments.
Bruce named his only child for the New York Senator.

Though floor debate remained civil for the most part, black Congressmen
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When the first black Members of Congress
arrived in Washington, DC, they

found a majestic, marble Capitol with

a massive dome completed during the
Civil War. “National Capitol,” Ballou’s
Pictorial Weekly Drawing-Room
Companion, 1856.

CoirecTioN of U.S. House
OF REPRESENTATIVES

“Heroes of the Colored Race,” a print
published by J. Hoover of Philadelphia in
1881, pictured Senator Blanche K. Bruce
of Mississippi, orator Frederick Douglass,
and Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi.
The vignettes depicted scenes from
African-American life as well as portraits
of other Members of Congress: John Lynch
of Mississippi, Joseph Rainey of South
Carolina, Charles Nash of Louisiana,
and Robert Smalls of South Carolina.
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occasionally encountered the patronizing attitude of their opposition. A northern
Democrat, New York Representative Samuel Cox was consistently adversarial.
Representative Hoar once noted that the black Members had in Cox “the most
formidable antagonist, perhaps the most trained and experienced debater in the
House.”* In a memorable run-in with the New York Democrat, Joseph Rainey
attempted to interrupt Cox’s scathing remarks regarding Republican governments in
South Carolina. Cox responded with a patronizing, “Oh honey, sit down,” eliciting
laughter from the chamber.® Chairman of the Committee on Elections in the 44th
and 45th Congresses, Virginia Democrat John Harris also harangued the black
Representatives. In a floor debate on January 5, 1874, Harris rhetorically asked, “Is
there not one gentleman on the floor who can honestly say he really believes that the
colored man is created his equal?” Alonzo Ransier quietly replied with a simple, “I
can,” to which a flustered Harris retorted, “Of course you can; but I am speaking to
the white men of the House; and, Mr. Speaker, I do not wish to be interrupted again
by him.”** Another Democrat, John Brown—a young, wealthy, outspoken Member
from Kentucky—regularly ignored the black Members and refused to yield to them
in debate.” Richard Cain made light of the fact that blacks were often treated as
inferiors in Congress. “We believe that we are made just like white men,” he said.
“Look; I stretch out my arms. See; I have two of them, as you have. Look at your
ears; | have two of them. I have two eyes, two nostrils, one mouth, two feet. I stand
erect like you. I am clothed in humanity like you. I think, I reason, I talk . . . Is there
any difference between us? Not so far as our manhood is concerned.”*

LEGISLATIVE INTERESTS

Committee Assignments

Black Congressmen’s committee service underscored their lack of power in the
House Chamber. Most black Members had low-ranking committee assignments.
Though two men—Richard Cain and Robert Smalls—served on the prestigious
Agriculture Committee, their power was limited.®” Certainly, the brevity of African-
American careers during this era contributed to their lack of seniority and influence



on committees, but it does not fully explain their inability to secure prominent
committee assignments.

Beginning in the 1840s in the Senate and in the post—Civil War era in the
House, length of service began to determine the committee hierarchy; the more
terms in Congress, the higher the rank. But this process of broad and multidecadal
centralization within the House evolved slowly and, until the 1910s, seniority
was not the primary determinant of committee hierarchy.® Perhaps of greater
consequence to black Members during Reconstruction was their relative isolation
from the key individuals in the party leadership who had power to procure or assign
plum committee posts. Even the longest-serving black Member of the period,
Joseph Rainey, had difficulty rising in the ranks in his nine years in Congress. GOP
leadership consistently assigned Rainey a rank lower than his seniority permitted.
Most blatantly, Rainey was the last-ranking GOP Member on the newly created
Select Committee on the Freedmen’s Bank in the 44th Congress, even though he
had more terms of service than any other Member on the committee.”” No black
Member chaired any House standing committee. Senator Blanche Bruce chaired
two select committees: the Select Committee to Investigate the Freedmen’s Savings
and Trust Company and the Select Committee on Levees of the Mississippi River,
which oversaw development of the river’s delta region.”

The House and Senate Education and Labor committees were the most common
assignments for black Congressmen.”" Senators Hiram Revels and Blanche Bruce
served on the Senate panel. Five men took seats on the equivalent House committee.
Black Congressmen vocally supported the sale of federally owned land in the South
and West to fund public education. But even congressional allies considered such
a program controversial. Opponents feared federal funding for schools would
impede states” rights and blocked black Members’ efforts to enact such legislation.
Josiah Walls, one of the most vocal supporters of the program, insisted the national
government must provide for education of southern blacks because, left to their
own devices, southern state governments would not act. “It is useless to talk about
patriotism existing in those states . . . who now and always have believed that it was
wrong to educate the Negro and that such offenses should be punishable by death or
a lash,” Walls chided. “Away with the patriotism that advocates and prefers ignorance
to intelligence!” Joseph Rainey was so desperate to fund normal schools, he even
supported a $1 poll tax (which would have disfranchised many newly freed slaves) to
directly fund public education. “Do you suppose I want my two children hindered
in the enjoyment of educational opportunities in this country,” Rainey asked,
“merely on account of their color when we are taxed to support those schools?””*

Absent key committee assignments and leadership positions, the relatively
small number of black Members lacked the ability to drive a legislative agenda.
Most introduced bills on the House or the Senate Floor only to have them die
in committee. The near-universal desire among black Congressmen to reimburse
depositors to the Freedmen’s Bank illustrates how both the House and the Senate
rebuffed black legislators’ dogged efforts. Congress established the bank in 1865 to
help freedmen manage their money; however, reckless loans and corruption depleted
the bank’s $57 million in deposits, forcing it to close in 1874. Mismanagement and
a lack of resources continued after the bank’s failure. Three commissioners were
appointed to reimburse depositors, but shortly afterward they were criticized for
failing to complete their overwhelming task. The bank’s failure had far-reaching

The second Afvican American to serve as

a Senator, Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi
later noted that success in the Senate
required managing his relationship with
all of his colleagues: “The novelty of my
position [compels me] to cultivate and
exhibit my honorable associates a courtesy
that would inspire reciprocal courtesy.”
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This famous print titled “The first colored
senator and representatives—in the 41st
and 42nd Congress of the United States”
was published by Currier & Ives in
1872. The group portrait assembled
Robert De Large of South Carolina,
Jefferson Long of Georgia, Hiram Revels
of Mississippi, Benjamin Turner of
Alabama, Josiah Walls of Florida, Joseph
Rainey of South Carolina, and Robert
Elliott of South Carolina.
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On April 20, 1871, President Ulysses S.
Grant, shown with Secretary of the Navy
George M. Robeson and presidential advisor
General Horace Porter in this Frank Leslie’s
lustrated pring, signed the Third Ku

Klux Klan Act, which enforced the 14th
Amendment by guaranteeing all citizens of
the United States the rights afforded by the
Constitution and providing legal protection
under the law.
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effects on black businesses that continued well into the late 1890s.”* Nearly every
black Member of Congress sponsored a bill to provide financial relief to African
Americans who lost their savings when the Freedmen’s Bank failed. However, no one
was a greater advocate than Senator Blanche Bruce, who took the reins of the Select
Committee to Investigate the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Company in April 1879.
Bruce’s committee was unable to convince the Senate to reimburse depositors. Yet
Bruce used some of his own personal fortune as well as his political clout to raise
funds to reimburse a small portion of depositors.”

Lacking any qualitative institutional power, African Americans in Congress
were relegated for the most part to ancillary, passive support roles for legislation
shaped almost entirely by their House and Senate colleagues. Rather than acting
as legislative entrepreneurs or public advocates, black Members of Congress were
resigned to those roles the institution’s leaders tolerated: cheerleading for reform
legislation or providing firsthand accounts of civil rights abuses to sway public
opinion. Where Congress’s true power lay—behind the closed doors of committee
meetings and markup sessions—African-American Members had virtually
no influence.

Ku Klux Klan and Amnesty Acts

Reconstruction-Era Congresses were preoccupied with curbing racial violence
that afflicted the postwar South. Disturbing reports about the activities of the KKK,
as well as other white supremacist groups, inspired congressional leaders to pass a
series of three Ku Klux Klan Acts (also known as the Force Acts) during the 41st
and 42nd Congresses (1869-1873).” The first reinforced the 15th Amendment
(universal manhood suffrage), the second placed all southern elections under federal
control, and the third protected the voter registration and justice system from
infiltration and intimidation by Klansmen. The 10 black Members who served in
the Congresses voting on these bills universally supported the legislation. Most
significantly, their electoral struggles confirmed the need for such measures. “If you
cannot protect the loyal men of the South,” Robert Elliott warned in April 1871,
“then have the loyal people of this great Republic done and suffered much in vain,
and your free Constitution is a mockery and a snare.””®

Yet Congress softened the forceful nature of the Ku Klux Klan legislation by
enacting generous pardons for former Confederates. The bill offered near blanket
amnesty, excepting former public servants and military personnel who resigned
their positions to join the Confederacy. Senator Hiram Revels and Representatives
Joseph Rainey, Robert De Large, and Benjamin Turner voted for the bill in their
respective chambers. “We are desirous, sir, of being magnanimous,” Rainey told his
congressional colleagues in May 1872. “We have open and frank hearts toward those
who were our former oppressors and taskmasters. We foster no enmity now, and we
desire to foster none for their acts in the past to us, nor to the Government we love
so well.””” Rainey was among those who cast a “yea” vote for amnesty provided the
Ku Klux Klan Acts remained enforced. Robert De Large pledged his support only
if former Confederates swore a formal oath of allegiance to the Union. One of the
more conservative black politicians, Turner, expressed no animosity towards former
slaveowners—though he had been a slave—and focused on procuring economic
aid for his war-torn state. “I have no coals of fiery reproach to heap upon [former
Confederates] now,” Turner informed his congressional colleagues. “Rather would
I extend the olive branch of peace, and say to them, let the past be forgotten.””® Not



all black Members agreed; Representatives Jefferson Long of Georgia and Robert
Elliott voted against the bill, primarily out of their wish to solidify black rights in the
South before restoring former Confederates to full political participation.

Civil Rights Bill of 1875

No issue preoccupied black Representatives more than the 1875 Civil Rights Bill
(18 Stat. 335-337). Neither the Civil Rights Act of 1866, which guaranteed citizens
the right to enter into contracts and to purchase, sell, or lease property, nor the
series of Ku Klux Klan Acts, which had incrementally outlawed discrimination in
voter registration in local and congressional elections and empowered circuit judges
to appoint election supervisors, satisfied ardent reformers, such as Senator Charles
Sumner. He introduced legislation on May 13, 1870, that provided the basis for
the Civil Rights Bill of 1875.7 Senator Sumner envisioned a far more sweeping bill
that would fully enforce and expand upon the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments.
The centerpiece of his original bill outlawed racial discrimination in juries, schools,

transportation, and public accommodations. However, Illinois Senator Lyman
Trumbull, chairman of the powerful Judiciary Committee, disapproved of the bill
and trapped it in his panel for more than two years.

On December 2, 1873, the opening day of the 43rd Congress, Sumner dutifully
submitted his civil rights bill.** On December 18—bolstered by the GOP’s
111-Member majority—House Judiciary Committee Chairman Benjamin Butler
submitted his own bill, which echoed much of Sumner’s language.®' A former
states’ rights Democrat, Butler changed his party allegiances and his attitude toward

African Americans while serving as a brigadier general in the Civil War. Recalling
the deaths of black Union soldiers on the battlefield, Butler declared, “May my right As chairman of the House Judiciary

hand forget its cunning and my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth if I ever fail Compmittee, Representative and Civil
War Brigadier General Benjamin Butler
of Massachusetts submitted his own version

of the Civil Rights Bill in 1874.
Opponents lined up to denounce the bill when it came to the House Floor the IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY

to defend the rights of these men who have given their blood for me and my country
»82

... God helping me, I will keep that oath.

following January, railing against the measure’s perceived threat to incite “a war oF CONGRESS
of the races, [in which]the black race in this country will be exterminated,” in the
words of Representative Milton Durham of Kentucky.® Democrats stood up one

by one, claiming that the Civil Rights Bill attempted to enforce rights beyond

the scope of the Constitution, usurped states’ power to regulate common (public)
schools, and forced the undesired social mixing of the two races. Amendments aimed
at killing the Civil Rights Bill soon flooded in at such an alarming rate that Butler
was forced to recommit the bill to the House Judiciary Committee on January 7

for consideration.

In the Senate, Sumner’s passing breathed new life into his legislative agenda. On
his deathbed on March 11, 1874, Sumner allegedly repeated at least three times to
Representative George Hoar: “You must take care of the civil rights bill—my bill,
the civil rights bill—don’t let it fail!”* Primarily out of respect for their deceased
colleague, Senators passed the bill—29 to 16—two months later.®> The legislation
was referred to the House Judiciary Committee on June 18, leaving the lower
chamber to consider both pieces of legislation.®

A GOP debacle in the 1874 midterm elections further endangered the Civil
Rights Bill. Sixty-two House Republican incumbents failed to win re-election;

43 hailed from northern or western states. The large GOP majority in the House
during the 43rd Congress gave way to a 79-Member Democratic advantage in
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Lame Duck Session:

Refers to a session of Congress that
transpires after congressional elections
but before the start of a new Congress.
In the 19th century, new Congresses
commenced on March 4 (though both
Chambers often convened for business
at later dates). Thus, after biennial fall
elections, a new Congress was not
seated for four months. Congress often
convened for an additional, or lame
duck, session in the intervening weeks
in a hurried effort to complete
legislative business. Ratification of the
20th Amendment in 1933 set the start
date for new Congresses to January

3, drastically reducing the time period
in which a lame duck session could
transpire. As a result, modern
Congresses have rarely held lame

duck sessions.
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the 44th Congress.”” A financial panic in 1873 and the resulting depression, as

well as multiple charges of corruption in Republican President Ulysses S. Grant’s
administration, were primarily blamed for the loss.*® However, growing public
disinterest in and frustration with civil rights legislation were also at fault. A top
House Republican, James Garfield of Ohio—where GOP electoral losses were
especially devastating—noted “a general apathy among the people concerning the
war and the negro.”® James Sener, a scalawag from Virginia, blamed prolonged
congressional debate on the Civil Rights Bill for his electoral loss. Noting that he
continually opposed the bill during the first session of the 43rd Congress, he claimed
his constituents feared that “under the whip and spur of party pressure,” Sener
might “yield my honest convictions to the will of the majority.””® Among those who
lost their elections was Benjamin Butler, who succumbed to Democrat Charles P.
Thompson with 47 percent of the vote as compared to Thompson’s 53 percent.”
However, the electoral loss also rallied Republican Representatives, who returned

to the lame duck session in 1875 determined not to leave office without passing
some form of civil rights legislation.

The victorious Democrats, however, believed their mandate included scuttling
the Civil Rights Bill. They continually halted business by submitting multiple
motions to adjourn every time Butler attempted to place the legislation on the
House Calendar for debate. A top GOP lieutenant, John Cessna of Pennsylvania,
attempted to circumvent Democrats by drastically changing House Rules, disposing
of all dilatory motions (those put forward strictly to stall consideration of legislation)
for the remainder of the term. The change failed to achieve the two-thirds majority
needed to alter House Rules after 15 Republicans defected. But over strong
Democratic objections, Cessna worked with Speaker Blaine to broker a compromise,
restricting the use of dilatory motions and opening an opportunity to debate civil
rights legislation.””

During the precarious lead-up to the 1874 elections, few white GOP supporters
spoke on the House Floor on behalf of the Civil Rights Bill. Facing some of the
former Confederacy’s great orators, the black Representatives carried the debate on
the measure throughout the 43rd Congress by making some of their most famous
and impassioned speeches. The record-breaking seven black men on the House Floor
was, in itself, an argument in favor of the bill. As one scholar notes, “their presence
demonstrated that equality in politics could work [and] . . . signaled the drastic
change that had overtaken the country’s political order.”” The climax of the first
session was Robert Elliott’s eloquent rebuttal to former Confederate Vice President
Alexander Stephens of Georgia on January 6, 1874. Elliott’s speech, in which he
asserted that the federal government’s highest duty was to protect African Americans,
received attention and praise from newspapers nationwide.” The Chicago Tribune
—a newspaper typically favorable to black Representatives—delivered a glowing
review of the South Carolinian’s speech: “Mr. Elliott has demonstrated the real force
of the new order of things.””

As southern Democrats denied any racial discrimination on the part of southern
railroads, hotels, theaters, and restaurants, the black Representatives provided
vivid anecdotes of personal experiences with racism and segregation in public
accommodations as evidence of the need for a Civil Rights Bill. Joseph Rainey
claimed he was unable to procure first-class tickets on some railway lines and
pointed out that he could not eat in the first-class dining room on a boat from



Washington to Norfolk. Forced to wait for a table in the servants’ dining room,
Rainey had shouted, “I'd starve first,” and thereafter brought his own meals while
traveling. Rainey drilled this injustice into the heads of his colleagues: “Do you think
it is right that when I go forth from this capital as an honored member of Congress
that I should be subjected to the insults from the lowest fellow in the street if he

279 When traveling from his district to the nation’s

should happen to feel so inclined
capital, John Lynch noted, “I am treated, not as an American citizen, but as a brute.
Forced to occupy a filthy smoking car both night and day, with drunkards, gamblers,
and criminals; and for what? Not that I am unable or unwilling to pay my way; not
that I am obnoxious in my personal appearance or disrespectful in my conduct; but
simply because I happen to be of a darker complexion.”” James Rapier pointed out
the irony of the second-class treatment he received while traveling though he had a
privileged role as a Representative. “Just think that the law recognizes my right upon
this floor as a law-maker, but that there is no law to secure me an accommodation
whatever while traveling here to discharge my duties as a Representative. . . . Is not
this most anomalous and ridiculous?” Rapier reminded his colleagues that, “Every
day my life and property are exposed, are left to the mercy of others, and will be so
long as every hotel-keeper, railroad conductor, and steamboat captain can refuse me
with impunity.”®®

Opponents argued that regulating discrimination in public accommodations
and transportation was beyond the scope of the Constitution. The Reconstruction
Amendments, which already guaranteed the basic political rights afforded to all
male citizens, extended the federal government’s power to its limit. “The colored
people are now in substantial enjoyment of their full rights and privileges granted
by the recent amendments to the Constitution,” argued Democrat John Storm of
Pennsylvania. “This bill is thrust upon us now for no other purpose than exciting
bad feelings.” Virginian Thomas Whitehead added “now the colored man is a citizen.
He can vote. He can hold office. . . . He can hold property. He can do in my state
just what any other man can do. . . . Now, what is the object of this bill?”* While
the Constitution could provide political equality before the law, southerners argued
that it could not enforce social equality. John Harris of Virginia declared that the
racial division was “a natural prejudice that God himself placed in the hearts of
southern children,” adding that a Representative of any race could be “thrust from
a particular railroad car when his high position was not known.”' Representative
Whitehead observed that “the Almighty has given [black men] what he cannot
get rid of—a black skin! . . . You have not the power to make him white and he
will never be satisfied short of that.”'”! James Blount of Georgia observed that
Black Americans in the South did not care for equal access to theaters, hotels, and
streetcars. “These people are poor,” he observed, “and these things they care nothing
about. . . . They are especially often involved in criminal charges. . . . [Judicial rights]
are the rights of most practical value to them.”'*?

Many southern Democrats’ greatest fear was enforced social mixing between
blacks and whites. “There are in the Southern States two races, as distinct in their
social feelings and prejudices as in color,” declared Representative Blount. “The
sooner they are recognized by our rulers the better for both races and the country.”'*
Democrat Charles Eldredge of Wisconsin blamed the unrest in the South on the
“unnatural relation in which two races have been placed to each other,” adding, “it
is a result . . . which may always be expected when it is attempted to subject men

A six-term Representative ﬁom Virginia,
John Harris belittled his black congressional
colleagues by questioning their right to be
called men.
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Titled “The shackle broken—by the genius
of freedom,” this print memorialized

a defining moment in South Carolina
Representative Robert Elliott’s congressional
career, his 1874 speech in support of the
Civil Rights Act.
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of culture . . . to the domination and rule of brute force.”'* Despite their idealism,
most Radical Republicans also believed African Americans belonged to a separate
social sphere. Even Benjamin Butler admitted, “We do not propose to legislate to
establish any equality.” However, he clearly believed that equality did not divide on
racial grounds: “Not all men are equal, buz every man has the right to be the equal
of every other man if he can. . . . And all constitutions, all laws, all enactments, all
prejudices, all caste, all custom, all contravention of that right is unjust, impolitic,
and unchristian.”'%

The African-American Members displayed considerable political pragmatism
when addressing the issue of using legislation to compel social equality of the
races. Richard Cain noted that “no laws enacted by legislators can compel social
equality.”'% James Rapier claimed that the Civil Rights Bill “does not and cannot
contemplate any such idea as social equality; nor is there any man upon this floor so
silly as to believe that there can be any law enacted or enforced that would compel
one man to recognize the other as his equal socially.” However, he also rejected
segregation as a caste system that prevented social mobility, calling such a method
“an anti-republican principle in our free country.””” John Lynch pointed out the
hypocrisy of the argument that social equality divided on racial grounds: “I have
never believed for a moment that social equality could be brought about even
between persons of the same race. . . . But those who contend that the passage of this
bill will have a tendency to bring about social equality between the races virtually
and substantially admit that there are no social distinctions among white people,
whatsoever.”'® As white southerners made dire predictions about the deleterious
effects of the Civil Rights Bill on white southern culture, Richard Cain responded
with his characteristic good humor: “I think [that if] so harmless a measure as the
civil-rights bill, guaranteeing to every man of the African race equal rights with other
men, would bring death to the South, then certainly that noble march of Sherman
to the sea would have fixed them long ago.”'”

The sticking point on the final version of the Civil Rights Bill of 1875 became
the section providing federal funding for and oversight of public education.
Traditionally, states and local municipalities controlled public schools. Throughout
the South, local prejudice led to uneven educational opportunities. The most
controversial component, however, was the provision to desegregate public schools.
Both Southern Democrats and moderate Republicans greatly feared angry white
parents would pull their children out of mixed race schools, effectively ending
public education in the South. “The great evil this bill has in store for the black
man is found in the destruction of the common schools of the South,” declared
Roger Mills of Texas. “When the common schools are broken up in all the Southern
States. . . what is to become of the children of the colored people? Are they to grow
up on ignorance and vice?”""® Milton Durham argued that his white constituents
paid the bulk of the taxes and that many took advantage of public schools. “Should
this bill pass,” Durham warned, “and the children of freedmen demand admission
into these schools, I believe the system in Kentucky will be so injured as to become
worthless.”'"! Moderate Republicans were wary of the education clause as well.
Though Barbour Lewis of Tennessee supported the Civil Rights Bill, noting that
“the colored people deserve this measure,” he argued that integrated schools were
unacceptable to all “because people of their own choice . . . simply as a matter
of taste, have maintained separate schools.”'"?



To move the bill out of the Judiciary Committee in the face of such broad
opposition, Butler amended the education clause by inserting language that called
for “separate, but equal” public schools.'”® By the time the bill came to a vote on
February 4, 1875, three versions existed, each differing only on the education
provisions: the amended House bill, calling for “separate, but equal” public schools;
the Senate bill, which included the legislation’s original intent to desegregate and
federally fund common schools; and an amended version offered by Stephen Kellogg
of Connecticut, stripping the bill of all references to public education.

Black Members vigorously defended the education clause, preferring almost
unanimously the Senate version of the bill.""* John Lynch contended that increased
federal funding for education was the most harmless provision of the bill: “All
share its benefits alike,” he said.'" Richard Cain sharply admonished his southern
colleagues: “Examine the laws of the South, and you will find that it was a penal
offense for anyone to educate the colored people there. . . . You robbed us for two
hundred years. During all that time we toiled for you. We have raised your cotton,

your rice, and your corn. . . . And yet you upbraid us for being ignorant—call
us a horde of barbarians!”''¢ Alonzo Ransier had great faith that equal rights and
opportunities in education would allow talented black men to earn good standing
in their communities and would in turn curb discrimination. “Let the doors of the
public school house be thrown open to us alike,” he declared, “if you mean to give
these people equal rights at all, or to protect them in the exercise of the rights and
privileges attaching to all freemen and citizens of our country.”""’

By the time the Civil Rights Bill came to a vote, the measure had been gravely
wounded. The bill’s last days were filled with desperate pleas from its supporters.

“Spare us our liberties; give us peace; give us a chance to live; . . . place no
16 aid the passage of the 1875 Civil Rights

obstruction in our way; give us an equal chance,” Richard Cain pleaded. “We ask Bill, three-term Representative Stephen

no more of the American people.”"'® James Rapier despaired, “I have no compromise Kellogg of Connecticut stripped the bill
to offer on this subject. . . . After all, this question resolves itself into this: either of all references to education.
I am a man or I am not a man.”'"® Minutes before the final measure came to a vote IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY
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in the House, Members passed Kellogg’s amendment eliminating all references to

public education, 128 to 48. A motion replacing the House version with the Senate
bill failed soon afterward, 148 to 114. The battered Civil Rights Bill finally passed
162 to 99. The measure provided no mechanism to regulate public schools, but
stipulated equal use of public transportation and accommodations regardless of
race. It also prohibited the exclusion of African Americans from jury service. Black
Members received the final version of the bill with mixed reactions: Richard Cain,
John Lynch, Joseph Rainey, and James Rapier voted in its favor, despite its diluted
form, but Alonzo Ransier and Josiah Walls were so disappointed by the elimination
of the education clause, they declined to vote.'” The legislation passed the Senate on
February 27. On March 1, President Ulysses S. Grant signed it into law.'*! The fact
that Republicans, who within days would be relegated to minority status, managed
to steer such a bill through the chamber at the conclusion of a lame duck session
represented a considerable legislative victory. But in their desperation to pass the
measure, Republicans had left the Civil Rights Act of 1875 in such a weakened
state that it did little to impede the creation of a system of segregation in the South.
Moreover, the limited protection it did afford would soon be stripped by the courts.
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In the 1876 presidential election, three
states—Florida, Louisiana, and South
Carolina—submitted a set of electoral votes
Jfor both candidates, Democrat Samuel
Tilden and Republican Rutherford B.
Hayes. The House and Senate created an
Electoral Commission to determine the
victor in the disputed states. This print
from Harper’s Weekly depicts Democratic
Representative David Dudley Field of New
York objecting to the Electoral Commission’s
decision to award Hayes the Florida votes.
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RoLLING Back CiviL RIGHTS

After the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1875, Congtress enacted no further
civil rights legislation for more than 80 years. The difficulty passing the weakened
legislation indicated that the Radical Republicans’ idealistic experiment had come
to an end. Moreover, though Republicans made gains in the House in the 1876
elections, the political battle that erupted over disputed presidential returns (and its
resolution) effectively ended Reconstruction.

The 1876 presidential contest between Republican candidate Rutherford
Hayes and Democratic candidate Samuel Tilden caused an electoral crisis when
South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana submitted a set of electoral votes for each
candidate. On January 29, 1877, the House adopted an independent 15-member
Electoral Commission consisting of Representatives, Senators, and Supreme Court
Justices—apportioned on party divisions in each body—to investigate the disputed
electoral returns. The six black Representatives who served in the House during the
discussion of the disputed election—three from two of the contested states—were
among the minority opposing the establishment of the Electoral Commission.

John Lynch made two speeches opposing the commission and later observed in his
autobiography that the office of the presidency was too important to be placed in

“a game or scheme of luck and chance.”’** Joseph Rainey noted the constitutional
quandary of establishing the commission, since the framers had never contemplated
such a mechanism. “Once permit the Constitution to be made a mere piece of
pottery to fashion as party exigencies seem to demand,” he warned his colleagues,
“and in that moment we are cut adrift from safe moorings and carried beyond rescue
upon tossing billows of the political sea.”'*

The Electoral Commission ruled eight to seven in favor of electing Hayes by one
electoral vote over Tilden. Though no black Representative was afforded time to
speak on the subject, all voted in favor of the commission’s conclusion, supporting
the election of a Republican candidate over a Democrat, despite their reservations
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about the commission’s formation.'** However, Hayes’s victory came at the cost of




congressional Reconstruction. The new administration pulled federal troops out of
the South, unbinding southern Democrats’ ambitions to roll back the decade-long
experiment in fostering racial equality. The new Republican President did little for
black civil rights. A disillusioned John Lynch noted that “the Hayes administration
not only completed the destruction of what had been thus accomplished, but made
any further progress . . . absolutely impossible.”'*

Without federal protection for southern blacks, the next decade marked a period
of “redemption”—the capture and control over local and state governments by
white supremacists in the South. Historian C. Vann Woodward notes that the racial
interaction during Reconstruction “was strained. It was also temporary, and it was
usually self-conscious. It was a product of contrived circumstances.”* African-
American politicians examined anew their loyalty to the Republican Party. From his
home in Macon, Georgia, Jefferson Long began encouraging black voters to vote
for Independent Democrats if Republican candidates proved unsatisfactory. Long
himself campaigned for several Independent candidates in the 1870s and 1880s.'”
Robert De Large noted during his congressional service, “I hold that my race has
always been Republican for necessity only.”'*® After leaving Congress, he and fellow
South Carolinians Richard Cain and Alonzo Ransier allied with Martin Delany—
a disillusioned former Republican who had abandoned the party for the Democrats
and talked of a third party for African Americans in the South.

A series of Supreme Court decisions throughout the last three decades of the
19th century negated civil rights legislative gains and circumscribed protections for
freedmen under the Reconstruction Amendments. The Supreme Court rejected the
1873 Slaughterhouse Cases—a set of three lawsuits initiated by Louisiana butchers
challenging a state law that centralized the state’s slaughterhouses into one private
company. The butchers claimed protection under the 14th Amendment against
state incursion on “privileges or immunities.” The decision limited the ability of the
federal government to protect Black Americans by confining its power to influence
the states on behalf of individual rights. The United States v. Cruikshank and United
States v. Reese decisions weakened the 15th Amendment’s protection of voting rights
in March 1876. Cruikshank initiated an erosion of the Civil Rights Act of 1875, as

the court ruled the act did not guarantee First Amendment Rights. The high court in

the Reese case opened a Pandora’s box with its finding that the 15th Amendment did
not confer upon any individual the right to vote, but merely forbade states to give
any citizen preferential treatment. In this light, the right to vote derived from states,
rather than the federal government—Ieaving state governments to determine how
voters were qualified and under what circumstances voting would be allowed. In
United States v. Harris (1883), the court determined that federal laws did not apply
to private persons, which proved a blow to the Ku Klux Klan Acts. That finding
essentially unleashed white supremacists to attack any African American seeking
to exercise his political rights.'®

On October 15, 1883, the rollback of civil rights continued when the Supreme
Court struck down the 1875 Civil Rights Bill’s weak provisions. Ruling 8 to
1, the court declared the law unconstitutional in the Civi/ Rights Cases. The
majority opinion asserted that individuals were relegated to appealing to state
governments—which proved unfriendly to Black Americans in the South—to stop
such discrimination.'*® The two black Representatives serving at the time, James
O’Hara and Robert Smalls, attempted unsuccessfully to revive portions of the Civil

Redemption:

A term used to denote either the
political movement or the period in
which white southerners worked to
dismantle Reconstruction governments,
disfranchise blacks, and reshape the
South’s legal system to foster labor
control and subordination of blacks

to whites.

“The Colored Congressman”

The Presidents dinners now are done,
And over all the bother;

He dined and wined ‘em every one,
But not the colored brother.

He rook the Congressmen in turn—
Theres nothing could be fairer—

But the one whose turn came not at all
Was Congressman O’Hara.

In calling on the President

Of course his rights were stable;

He'd shake with “Chet,” but couldn’t ger
His legs beneath “Chets” table.

1f; scenting for the dinner’s fimes,
He pined for pork and ‘tater,”
His only living chance would be
1o ring in as a waiter.

Of crowded off upon that track,
The next most likely switchin’

10 hie him round in humbler guise
And chance it in the kitchen.

Which shows that black is hardly yet
The color of the winner

Since good Republicans still draw
The colored line at dinner.

PoEM ABOUT REPRESENTATIVE JAMES
O’Hara or NortH CAROLINA

FroM THE BOSTON STAR (REPRINTED IN
THE WASHINGTON POST APRIL 14, 1884)
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American man voting for a Democrat.
Until that time, the Republican Party was
the party of most blacks.
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Rights Bill shortly thereafter. In December 1884, O’Hara offered an amendment to
an interstate commerce bill prohibiting discrimination on railroad cars. Joined by
Representative Smalls on December 17, the two made arguments echoing those of
their predecessors who fought for the Civil Rights Bill. However, O’Hara and Smalls
served in a minority and were speaking in a different era. Even many congressional
Republicans viewed racial equality as an irreconcilable division between the North
and South that should be ignored politely rather than discussed.

CONCLUSION

The 19th-century black Congressmen’s inability to rise within the congressional
power structure circumscribed their legislative legacy and relegated them to a
symbolic representation of the accomplishments of the Civil Rights Amendments
and northern victory in the Civil War. Yet they remained forceful advocates for the
civil and political rights of their constituents, despite the obstacles they faced in
and out of Congress. Their role as surrogate representatives for millions of newly
freed African Americans provided a representational blueprint for black Members
in future generations. The mantle of advocacy figuratively passed from the pioneer
generation when the aged John Lynch—Iliving in Republican Oscar De Priest’s
Chicago district in 1928—advised the new Member of Congress to place the
interests of the African-American community before even partisan loyalty. “We need
a man who will have the courage to attack not only his political opponents,” he
told De Priest, “but those within his own party who fail to fight unfair legislation
directed toward people of color.”'?!

The Supreme Court’s coup de grice to the Civil Rights Bill marked the end of
the federal government’s role as champion of freedmen. Over time, the government
became impassive to the states’ diminution of blacks’ political and social status.
Righteous Republicans excoriated southern Democrats for erecting an architecture of
social and legal racial apartheid, while indignant southerners dismissed emblematic
Republican racial initiatives as Janus-faced appeals to black voters. Both major
parties regularly traded barbs about the “Negro issue” on the House and Senate
floors. Thus, Congress shirked substantive legislative action to improve blacks’
quality of life, repeatedly refusing to pass additional provisions intended to safeguard
their 14th and 15th Amendment rights. Recognizing that a new era had dawned,
James O’Hara concluded, “It is too late for the American Congress to legislate on
the question of color.”"** What would soon develop was a rigid system of segregation
codified in state law and tacitly sanctioned by the federal government.
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Congressional Service for Black .Americans First Elected, 1870-1886
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Source: Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, 1774-2005 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2005); also available at http://bioguide.congress.gov.
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Contested Election Cases in the
U.S. House of Representatives, 1789-19o1

40

35

30

ConNTEesTED ELECTION CASES

Source: Chester H. Rowell, A Historical and Legal Digest of All the Contested Election Cases (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1901).
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Source: Chester H. Rowell, A Historical and Legal Digest of All the Contested Election Cases (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1901).
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Hiram Rhodes ‘Revels
1827-1901

UNITED STATES SENATOR % 1870-1871
REPUBLICAN FROM MISSISSIPPI

freedman his entire life, Hiram Rhodes Revels was the

first African American to serve in the U.S. Congress.
With his moderate political orientation and oratorical skills
honed from years as a preacher, Revels filled a vacant seat
in the United States Senate in 1870. Just before the Senate
agreed to admit a black man to its ranks on February 25,
Republican Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts
sized up the importance of the moment: “All men are
created equal, says the great Declaration,” Sumner roared,
“and now a great act attests this verity. Today we make the
Declaration a reality. . . . The Declaration was only half
established by Independence. The greatest duty remained
behind. In assuring the equal rights of all we complete
the work.”!

Hiram Rhodes Revels was born to free parents in
Fayetteville, North Carolina, on September 27, 1827. His
father worked as a Baptist preacher, and his mother was
of Scottish descent. He claimed his ancestors “as far back
as my knowledge extends, were free,” and, in addition to
his Scottish background, he was rumored to be of mixed
African and Croatan Indian lineage.? In an era when
educating black children was illegal in North Carolina,
Revels attended a school taught by a free black woman and
worked a few years as a barber. In 1844, he moved north
to complete his education. Revels attended the Beech
Grove Quaker Seminary in Liberty, Indiana, and the Darke
County Seminary for black students, in Ohio. In 1845,
Revels was ordained in the African Methodist Episcopal
(AME) Church. His first pastorate was likely in Richmond,
Indiana, where he was elected an elder to the AME Indiana
Conference in 1849.% In the early 1850s, Revels married
Phoebe A. Bass, a free black woman from Ohio, and they
had six daughters.”

Revels traveled throughout the country, carrying out
religious work and educating fellow African Americans
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in Indiana, Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, and Tennessee.
Although Missouri forbade free blacks to live in the state
for fear they would instigate uprisings, Revels took a
pastorate at an AME Church in St. Louis in 1853, noting
that the law was “seldom enforced.” However, Revels later
revealed he had to be careful because of restrictions on his
movements. “I sedulously refrained from doing anything
that would incite slaves to run away from their masters,” he
recalled. “It being understood that my object was to preach
the gospel to them, and improve their moral and spiritual
condition even slave holders were tolerant of me.” Despite
his cautiousness, Revels was imprisoned for preaching

to the black community in 1854. Upon his release, he
accepted a position with the Presbyterian Church in
Baltimore, Maryland, working alongside his brother,

Willis Revels, also an AME pastor. Hiram Revels was the
principal of a black school in Baltimore and subsequently
attended Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, graduating in
1857. He was one of the few college-educated black men
in the United States.

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, Revels helped
recruit two black regiments from Maryland. In 1862,
when black soldiers were permitted to fight, he served
as the chaplain for a black regiment in campaigns in
Vicksburg and Jackson, Mississippi. In 1863, Revels
returned to St. Louis, where he established a freedmen’s
school. At the end of hostilities, Revels served in a church
in Leavenworth, Kansas. While traveling in Kansas, Revels
and his family were asked to sit in the smoking car rather
than the car for first-class ticket holders. Revels protested
that the language in the smoking car was too coarse for
his wife and children, and the conductor finally relented.
Revels served in churches in Louisville, Kentucky, and
New Orleans, Louisiana, before settling in Natchez,
Mississippi, in 1866.

IMAGE COURTESY OF NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION
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Before the Civil War, fewer than 1,000 free black
Mississippians had access to a basic education. Thus,
leadership from freedmen such as Revels became vital to
the Republican Party for rallying the new electorate in the
postwar years.® It was through his work in education that
Revels became involved in politics, taking his first elected
position as a Natchez alderman in 1868. He entered
politics reluctantly, fearing racial friction and interference
with his religious work, but he quickly won over blacks
and whites with his moderate and compassionate political
opinions. In 1869, encouraged to run by a friend, future
Representative John Roy Lynch, Revels won a seat in
the Mississippi state senate.” Under the newly installed
Reconstruction government, Revels was one of more than
30 African Americans among the state’s 140 legislators.®
Upon his election, he wrote a friend in Leavenworth,
Kansas: “We are in the midst of an exciting canvass.

... I am working very hard in politics as well as in
other matters. We are determined that Mississippi shall
be settled on a basis of justice and political and legal
equality.”® A little-known politician, Revels attracted the
attention of fellow legislators when he gave a moving
prayer on the opening day of the session.

The primary task of the newly elected state senate was
to fill U.S. Senate seats. In 1861, Democrat Albert Brown
and future Confederate President Jefferson Davis both
vacated Mississippi’s U.S. Senate seats when the state
seceded from the Union.'” When their terms expired in
1865 and 1863, respectively, their seats were not filled
and remained vacant. In 1870, the new Mississippi
state legislature wished to elect a black man to fill the
remainder of one term, due to expire in 1871 for the seat
once held by Brown, but was determined to fill the other
unexpired term, ending in 1875, with a white candidate."
Black legislators agreed to the deal, believing, as Revels
recalled, that an election of one of their own would “be
a weakening blow against color line prejudice.” The
Democratic minority also endorsed the plan, hoping a
black Senator would “seriously damage the Republican
Party.”'? After three days and seven ballots, on January
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20, 1870, the Mississippi state legislature voted 85 to 15
to seat Hiram Revels in Brown’s former seat. They chose
Union General Adelbert Ames to fill Davis’s former seat.
Revels arrived in Washington at the end of January
1870, but could not present his credentials until
Mississippi was readmitted to the United States on
February 23. Senate Republicans sought to swear in Revels
immediately afterwards, but Senate Democrats were
determined to block the effort. Led by Senator Garrett
Davis of Kentucky and Senator Willard Saulsbury of
Delaware, the Democrats claimed Revels’s election was
null and void, arguing that Mississippi was under military
rule and lacked a civil government to confirm his election.
Others claimed Revels was not a U.S. citizen until the
passage of the 14th Amendment in 1868 and was therefore
ineligible to become a U.S. Senator. Senate Republicans
rallied to his defense. Though Revels would not fill
Davis’s seat, the symbolism of a black man’s admission
to the Senate after the departure of the former President
of the Confederacy was not lost on Radical Republicans.
Nevada Senator James Nye underlined the significance
of this event: “[Jefferson Davis] went out to establish a
government whose cornerstone should be the oppression
and perpetual enslavement of a race because their skin
differed in color from his,” Nye declared. “Sir, what a
magnificent spectacle of retributive justice is witnessed
here today! In the place of that proud, defiant man, who
marched out to trample under foot the Constitution
and the laws of the country he had sworn to support,
comes back one of that humble race whom he would
have enslaved forever to take and occupy his seat upon
this floor.”"”® On the afternoon of February 25, the Senate
voted 48 to 8 to seat Revels, who subsequently received
assignments to the Committee on Education and Labor
and the Committee on the District of Columbia.
Although Revels viewed himself as “a representative
of the State, irrespective of color,” he also represented
freedmen and, as such, received petitions from black men
and women from all states.'* His sense that he represented
his entire race was evident in his maiden speech, in which



he spoke in favor of reinstating black legislators forced
from ofhice in Georgia. In April 1868, Georgia voters

had ratified the state’s constitution, enfranchising African
Americans and thus, under the terms of Congressional
Reconstruction, taking a necessary step toward the

state’s re-admission to the Union. In the same election,
Georgians sent 29 black legislators to the state house of
representatives and three to the state senate. Yet, when the
legislature met in July, moderate white Republicans joined
Democrats in both chambers to unseat the black members,
arguing that the state constitution did not permit black
officeholders. Spurred to action, black Georgians appealed
to Congtess for federal intervention before Georgia was
readmitted to the Union. On March 16, 1870, before a
packed chamber and a gallery filled with black men and
women, Revels argued that the North and the Republican
Party owed Georgian black legislators their support:

“I remarked that I rose to plead for protection for the
defenseless race that now send their delegation to the seat
of Government to sue for that which this Congress alone
can secure to them. And here let me say further, that

the people of the North owe to the colored race a deep
obligation that is no easy matter to fulfill.””® In his speech,
Revels professed his loyalty to and faith in the Republican
Party, claiming, “the Republican party is not inflamed, as
some would . . . have the country believe, against the white
population of the South. Its borders are wide enough for
all truly loyal men to find within them some peace and
repose from the din and discord of angry faction.”' The
Georgia legislature eventually agreed to a congressional
mandate reinstating the legislators as a requirement for re-
entry into the Union in July 1870."

Revels also favored universal amnesty for former
Confederates, requiring only their sworn loyalty to the
Union. “I am in favor of removing the disabilities of those
upon whom they are imposed in the South, just as fast as
they give evidence of having become loyal and being loyal,”
Revels declared. “If you can find one man in the South
who gives evidence that he is a loyal man, and gives that
evidence in the fact that he has ceased to denounce the
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laws of Congress as unconstitutional, has ceased to oppose
them, and respects them and favors the carrying of them
out, I am in favor of removing his disabilities.”*® Revels’s
support for the bill, which eventually passed, solidified his
reputation as a political moderate.

Although Revels sided with Radical Republicans in
opposing Ohio Senator Allen Thurman’s amendment
perpetuating segregated schools in the District of
Columbia, his views on social integration of blacks and
whites were less sanguine than those of his colleagues.
Revels clearly rejected legal separation of the races,
believing it led to animosity between blacks and whites,
but he did not view forced social mixing as desirable or
necessary. He cited mixed-race churches in northern cities,
where a congregation would worship together on Sundays
but part ways for the remainder of the week. In one of
his most gripping floor speeches, he said: “I find that
the prejudice in this country to color is very great, and I
sometimes fear that it is on the increase. . . . If the nation
should take a step for the encouragement of this prejudice
against the colored race, can they have any grounds upon
which to predicate a hope that Heaven will smile upon
them and prosper them?”"” As a former teacher, Revels
appreciated the need to educate freed slaves, claiming, “The
colored race can be built up and assisted . . . in acquiring
property, in becoming intelligent, valuable, useful citizens,
without one hair upon the head of any white man being
harmed.”® Revels believed the abolition of segregation
statutes would result in less prejudice, saying, “Let
lawmakers cease to make the difference, let school trustees
and school boards cease to make the difference, and the
people will soon forget.”!

With mixed results, Revels also promoted Black
Americans’ civil rights by less conventional means. In
May 1870, he startled the military establishment when he
nominated black candidate Michael Howard to the U.S.
Army Military Academy at West Point, long a bastion of
southern white gentlemen. Revels knew Howard’s parents,
former slaves, and Howard’s father had served in the state
legislature. Critics claimed Revels callously and publicly
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humiliated the youth, who had little formal education and
was not admitted to West Point, and supporters claimed
the school administration’s prejudice had blocked Howard’s
entrance.” Additionally, Revels successfully appealed to

the War Department on behalf of black mechanics from
Baltimore who were barred from working at the U.S. Navy
Yard in early 1871, an accomplishment he recalled with
great pride. *

After the expiration of his Senate term on March 3,
1871, Revels declined several patronage positions, offered
by President Ulysses S. Grant at the recommendation
of Senators Oliver Morton of Indiana and Zachariah
Chandler of Michigan. He returned to Mississippi to
become the first president of Alcorn University (formerly
Oakland College), named for his political ally Governor
James Alcorn. Located in Rodney, Mississippi, Alcorn
University was the first land-grant school in the United
States for black students.* Revels took a leave of absence
in 1873 to serve as Mississippi’s interim secretary of state
after the sudden death of his friend James Lynch. During
this period, Revels grew more critical of the corruption in
the Republican Party, and he resigned from his position
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at Alcorn in 1874 to avoid being removed by his political
rival and former Senate colleague, then-Mississippi
Governor Adelbert Ames. Revels returned to the ministry,
taking a pastorate at a church in Holly Springs, Mississippi.
In the violent and controversial 1875 election campaign,
he supported several Democrats. In 1876, when a U.S.
Senate select committee questioned him about the well-
documented fraud and violence in the previous year’s
election, Revels testified that to the best of his knowledge,
conditions had been relatively peaceful and he was unaware
of any widespread violence. His statement was met with
skepticism by many Mississippi black voters. Revels
returned to his former position as president of Alcorn
University in July 1876. He also edited the Southwestern
Christian Advocate newspaper, the official organ of the
AME Church. Revels retired in 1882 and returned to his
former church in Holly Springs. He remained active in the
religious community, teaching theology at Shaw University
(later Rust College) in Holly Springs, Mississippi, and
serving as the AME’s district superintendent. He died of a
paralytic stroke in Aberdeen, Mississippi, on January 16,
1901, while attending a religious conference.



FOR FURTHER READING

Lawson, Elizabeth. 7he Gentleman From Mississippi: Our
First Negro Representative, Hiram R. Revels (New York:
privately printed, 1960).

“Revels, Hiram Rhodes,” Biographical Directory of the
United States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.
congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=R000166.

Thompson, Julius E. Hiram R. Revels, 1827-1901: A
Biography (New York: Arno Press, 1982).

. “Hiram Rhodes Revels, 1827-1901: A
Reappraisal,” 7he Journal of Negro History 79 (Summer
1994): 297-303.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS

New York Public Library (New York, NY) Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture. Papers: ca.
1870-1948, one linear foot. The Hiram Revels Collection
consists principally of a scrapbook of news clippings

in addition to biographical articles about Revels. The
scrapbook (1870-1893) discusses Revels as a U.S. Senator,
pastor of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and
president of Alcorn University. It also describes local
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events and contains homilies and miscellany as well as
some letters to Revels and programs and invitations. The
collection includes several letters from Revels to his family
(1870-1900); a biographical sketch about Revels written
in the first person, apparently by his daughter, Susan;

a typescript of an obituary of Revels; and legal papers
regarding the settlement of his estate. There also are letters
soliciting information about Revels from Hermann R.
Muelder of Knox College, who planned to write an article
about him. Obituaries of Susan Revels Cayton complete
the collection.

Brown University, John Hay Library (Providence, RI).
Papers: 1870, one item. A letter from Hiram Revels to Mrs.
Philip Allen written on March 4, 1870.

Library of Congress (Washington, DC) Manuscript
Division. Papers: In the Carter G. Woodson Papers, ca.
1736-1974, 21.2 linear feet. Persons represented include
Hiram Revels.

Mississippi Department of Archives and History
(Jackson, MS) Papers: In the Congressmen’s Files,
1815-1979, 2003. Persons represented include
Hiram Revels.
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Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong., 2nd sess. (25 February
1870): 1567.

Elizabeth Lawson, The Gentleman From Mississippi: Our First
Negro Representative, Hiram R. Revels (New York: privately
printed, 1960): 8; “Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G.
Woodson Collection of Negro Papers and Related Documents,
box 11, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington,
DC (hereinafter referred to as LC) Revels’s parents’ names are not

known.

Revels’s travels took him to as many as eight states before the

Civil War. It is difficult to determine in which state he began his
ministry. See Kenneth H. Williams, “Revels, Hiram Rhoades,”
American National Biography 18 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1999): 367-369 (hereinafter referred to as ANB). Williams is
one of the few historians to spell Revels’s middle name “Rhoades.”
In his handwritten autobiography, Revels lists several states where
he ministered, Indiana being the first; see “Autobiography of Hiram
Revels,” Carter G. Woodson Collection, LC.

Revels’s daughter, Susan—the only one of his children whose name
is known—edited a black newspaper in Seattle, Washington.

“Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.

Julius E. Thompson, “Hiram Rhodes Revels, 1827-1901: A
Reappraisal,” The Journal of Negro History 79 (Summer 1994): 298.

“Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.

Historians disagree about the number of black Mississippi state
senators elected in 1869 (figures range from 34 to 40). See Kenneth
Potts, “Hiram Rhoades Revels,” in Jessie Carney Smith, ed., Notable
Black American Men (Farmington Hills, MI: Gale Research, Inc.,
1999): 145; Lawson, The Gentleman From Mississippi: 14; Williams,
“Revels, Hiram Rhoades,” ANB; Maurine Christopher, Black
Americans in Congress (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company,
1976): 3.

Quoted in Lawson, 7he Gentleman From Mississippi: 13.

U.S. Senators were selected by state legislatures until 1913, when
the adoption of the 17th Amendment required their direct election.

For more about the chronological order of United States Senators
from Mississippi, see Senate Historical Office, “U.S. Senators
from Mississippi,” available at http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/
senators/one_item_and_teasers/mississippi.htm (accessed 5
September 2007). See also, Biographical Directory of the United
States Congress, 1774-2005 (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 2006): 180.
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“Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.

Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong., 2nd sess. (23 February
1870): 1513. The enthusiasm with which Republicans in Congress
and the media heralded Revels’s admission to the Senate inspired
the erroneous story common in the historical record that Revels
took Davis’s former seat instead of Brown’s. See, for example, Gath,
“Washington,” 17 March 1870, Chicago Tribune: 2; Christopher,
Black Americans in Congress: 5—-6; Stephen Middleton, ed., Black
Congressmen During Reconstruction: A Documentary Sourcebook
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002): 320.

Quoted in Lawson, 7he Gentleman From Mississippi: 16, 22-23.

Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong., 2nd sess. (16 March 1870):
1986—1988. For an indication of the number of African Americans
in the gallery for Revels’s maiden speech, see “By Telegraph,” 15
March 1870, Atlanta Constitution: 2.

Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong., 2nd sess. (16 March 1870):
1986-1988.

John M. Matthews, “Negro Republicans in the Reconstruction
of Georgia,” in Donald G. Nieman, ed., 7he Politics of Freedom:
African Americans and the Political Process During Reconstruction
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1994): 253-268; W. E. B.
Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, 1935 under the title Black Reconstruction; New York: Free
Press, 1998): 500-504 (citations are to the Free Press edition).

Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong., 2nd sess. (17 May 1870):
3520. Revels was so adamant about clarifying his position on
amnesty, he reprinted this speech in his unpublished autobiography.
See “Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.

Congressional Globe, Senate, 41st Cong,., 3rd sess. (8 February
1871): 1059-1060.

Ibid.
Quoted in Lawson, The Gentleman From Mississippi: 41.

Michael Howard was not admitted to West Point because he failed
the entrance exam. See Williams, “Revels, Hiram Rhoades,” AINB.
See also, for example, “West Point,” 28 May 1870, New York
Times: 4.

See “Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.

Revels noted that the state legislature tried to name the school
after him, but he insisted it remain named for the governor.
See “Autobiography of Hiram Revels,” Carter G. Woodson
Collection, LC.



AS A FORMER TEACHER,
REVELS APPRECIATED THE NEED
TO EDUCATE FREED SLAVES,
CLAIMING, ““ HE COLORED RACE
CAN BE BUILT UP AND ASSISTED
... IN ACQUIRING PROPERTY,
IN BECOMING INTELLIGENT,
VALUABLE, USEFUL CITIZENS,
WITHOUT ONE HAIR UPON THE
HEAD OF ANY WHITE MAN

BEING HARMED.”
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Joseph Hayne ‘Rainey
1532-1887

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1870-1879
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

orn into slavery, Joseph Rainey was the first
African American to serve in the U.S. House of

Representatives, the first African American to preside
over the House, and the longest-serving African
American during the tumultuous Reconstruction
period. While Rainey’s representation—like that of the
other black Congressmen of the era—was symbolic, he
also demonstrated the political nuance of a seasoned,
substantive Representative, balancing his defense of
southern blacks’ civil rights by extending amnesty to the
defeated Confederates. “I tell you that the Negro will never
rest until he gets his rights,” he said on the House Floor.
“We ask [for civil rights] because we know it is proper,”
Rainey added, “not because we want to deprive any other
class of the rights and immunities they enjoy, but because
they are granted to us by the law of the land.”"

Joseph Hayne Rainey was born on June 21, 1832,
to Grace and Edward L. Rainey in Georgetown, South
Carolina, a seaside town consisting mainly of rice
plantations. The Raineys raised at least one other child,
Edward, Jr. Grace Rainey was of French descent. Edward
Rainey was a barber, and his master permitted him to work
independently if he shared some of his profits, as required
by law. Rainey used his earnings to buy his family’s
freedom in the early 1840s, and in 1846 the family moved
to Charleston, South Carolina, where Edward became a
barber at the exclusive Mills House Hotel. As giving official
instruction to black children was illegal, Joseph Rainey
received a limited education and his father taught him the
barber’s trade. By the 1850s, Edward Rainey could afford to
buy two male slaves for his family.? In 1859, Joseph Rainey
traveled to Philadelphia, where he met and married his
wife, Susan, also a half-French mulatto, originally from the
West Indies. Rainey continued to work as a barber, and the

couple had three children: Joseph II, Herbert, and Olivia.
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The Confederate Army called Rainey to service when
the Civil War broke out in 1861. At first, he dug trenches
to fortify the outskirts of Charleston. He later worked
as a cook and a steward aboard a blockade runner, a
Confederate ship charged with carrying tradable goods
through the Union Navy’s blockade of the South. In 1862,
he and his wife escaped to Bermuda. The self-governed
British colony had abolished slavery in 1834, and proved
a hospitable home for the Raineys, who took advantage of
the thriving economy and growing population that resulted
from the lucrative blockade-running business.> The Raineys
lived in St. George and Hamilton, Bermuda, where Joseph
set up a successful barbershop and Susan Rainey opened a
dress store. The Raineys were informed about the progress
of the Civil War by passing sailors and, after the Union
victory, returned to Charleston in 1866.

The wealth Joseph Rainey acquired in Bermuda elevated
his status in the community, and looked upon as a leader,
he soon became active in the Republican Party. In 1867,
Rainey returned to Georgetown, South Carolina, and
became the Republican county chairman. When a state
constitutional convention was called in 1868, Rainey
traveled to Charleston to represent Georgetown. In 1869,
he also attended a state labor commission and served as
Georgetown’s census taker. In the late 1860s, he worked as
an agent for the state land commission and was a brigadier
general in the state militia. Joseph Rainey was elected to
his first public office in 1870 when he won a seat in the
state senate, where he immediately became chairman of the
finance committee.

In February 1870, Representative Benjamin E
Whittemore resigned his northeastern South Carolina
seat, having been charged with selling appointments to
U.S. military academies. The Republican Party nominated
Rainey for the remainder of Whittemore’s term in the 41st

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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Congress (1869-1871) and for a full term in the 42nd
Congress (1871-1873). On October 19, 1870, Rainey
won the full term, topping Democrat C. W. Dudley by
a substantial majority (63 percent). On November 8,

he defeated Dudley once again, garnering more than 86
percent of the vote, in a special election to fill the seat
for the remainder of the 41st Congress.’ Joseph Rainey
was sworn in on December 12, 1870, as the first African
American to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives.
One month later he was joined by the second black
Member, Representative Jefferson Long of Georgia.
Rainey’s moderate policies were met with approval by both
African-American and white voters, and he was elected
without opposition to the 43rd Congress (1873-1875).

Rainey advocated for his constituents—both black and
white. He used his growing political clout to influence
the South Carolina state legislature to retain the customs
duty on rice, the chief export of the district and the state.
He also submitted a petition to improve Charleston
Harbor and fought against an appropriations cut for
Fort Moultrie and Fort Sumter in Charleston. However,
Rainey’s committee appointments and policies reflected
his desire to defend black civil rights, and his loyalty to the
Republican Party. Rainey received seats on three standing
committees: Freedmen’s Affairs (41st—43rd Congresses),
Indian Affairs (43rd Congress), and Invalid Pensions
(44th—45th Congresses, 1875-1879). He also served on
several select committees, including the Select Committee
on the Centennial Celebration and the Proposed National
Census of 1875 (44th Congress) and the Committee on
the Freedmen’s Bank (44th Congress).

Rainey’s work on the Committee on Freedmen’s
Affairs—created in 1865 to handle all legislation
concerning newly freed slaves—earned him the most
recognition.® On April 1, 1871, he delivered his first major
speech, arguing for the use of federal troops to protect
southern blacks from the recently organized Ku Klux
Klan. Enumerating the dangers of returning home to
South Carolina on congressional breaks, exposing himself
to violence by the Red Shirts—a virulent South Carolina
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white supremacist organization—Rainey said, “When
myself and my colleagues shall leave these Halls and turn
our footsteps toward our southern homes, we know not
that the assassin may await our coming, as marked for his
vengeance.”” The Ku Klux Klan Act was signed into law
by President Ulysses S. Grant on April 20, 1871, but the
bill failed to stop Klan terrorism.® After his speech, Rainey
received a letter written in red ink instructing him and
other advocates of black civil rights to “prepare to meet
your God.” White southerners virtually ignored the Ku
Klux Klan Act, and congressional opponents circumvented
its provisions by eliminating funding. In March of

1872, Rainey found himself arguing for the federal
appropriations needed to enforce the act."

Rainey also advocated Radical Republican Senator
Charles Sumner’s Civil Rights Bill of 1875, which
outlawed racial discrimination on juries, in schools, on
transportation, and in public accommodations. Sumner
believed a law passed in 1872 granting amnesty to former
Confederates should be conditioned by the passage of his
civil rights bill. Although Rainey favored the Amnesty Act,
which allowed most former Confederates to regain their
political rights, he agreed with Sumner because of personal
experience with discrimination in both Washington and
South Carolina, ranging from exorbitant charges for drinks
at a pub, to more serious violations of his civil rights.
Rainey also described widespread segregation on public
transportation, including trains and streetcars. Speaking
for his black constituents, he declared, “We are earnest in
our support of the Government. We were earnest in the
house of the nation’s perils and dangers; and now, in our
country’s comparative peace and tranquility, we are earnest
for our rights.”"!

Rainey focused on the bill’s provisions for desegregation
in public schools, an issue that had bedeviled race relations
for more than a century. Breaking from fellow Republicans,
he was among the minority favoring a $1 poll tax to
support public education. Other Republicans successfully
argued this would disfranchise most freed slaves.
Nonetheless, Rainey continued to advocate education, later



arguing that money from the sale of public land should be
used to fund public education. Though the Civil Rights
Bill passed the House on February 5, 1875, with the
Senate quickly concurring, its diluted provisions failed to
address desegregation or equality in public schools.

Rainey’s fight against discrimination was not limited
to prejudice against African Americans. Appointed to the
Committee on Indian Affairs, he made history in April
1874 when he took the chair from Speaker James G.
Blaine, becoming the first black American to preside over
the House of Representatives.'” He oversaw the debate
on an appropriations bill providing for the management
of Indian reservations. Rainey also generally opposed
legislation restricting the influx of Asian immigrants to the
United States.

Throughout his career, Rainey involved himself in
the economic issues that affected his race. Established
by Congress in 1865, the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust
Company (Freedmen’s Bank) was envisioned as a means to
help newly emancipated African Americans build capital
through secure savings. Two-thirds of the bank’s holdings
were originally invested in United States treasury bonds. In
1870, an amendment to the bank’s charter allowing half of
its deposits to be invested in real estate bonds came to the
floor. Recognizing the instability of such an investment,
Rainey opposed the amendment and stood behind
congressional control over the institution: “I am opposed
to any one man holding assets of that bank, having them
wholly at his disposal, I do not care who he is, whether
he be colored or white, whether he be a German or an
Irishman it makes no difference to me. I want no one
man to handle the assets of the bank.”"® His position on
the Select Committee on the Freedmen’s Bank gave him a
voice, but he and his colleagues were unable to prevent the
banK’s failure in 1874.

After an easy re-election in 1872, Rainey’s subsequent
campaigns were made vulnerable by the growing threat
to Congressional Reconstruction in the South. In 1874,
Rainey faced Independent Republican Samuel Lee,
another African American and a former speaker of the
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state house of representatives, in a dangerous and close
campaign. When Rainey planned to travel to a meeting
in Bennettsville, South Carolina, friends warned him that
Lee’s supporters were planning a violent intervention.
Accompanied by a large posse of friends and met by U.S.
soldiers upon his arrival, Rainey arrived safely and the
meeting was peaceful. Rainey won the election, taking
14,360 votes (52 percent) to Lee’s 13,563, but Lee
demanded that the House Committee on Elections void
some of Rainey’s votes due to a spelling error in Rainey’s
name on some ballots.'* The committee upheld Rainey’s
election, with the whole House concurring in May 1876.
That same year, Rainey defeated Democrat John S.
Richardson for a seat in the 45th Congress, again winning
a tight campaign with 52 percent of the vote (18,180

to Richardson’s 16,661)."> Richardson later accused
Rainey and the Republican Party of voter intimidation.
Noting the presence of federal troops during the election,
Richardson also claimed that armed black political

clubs and black militia were scaring voters at the polls.
Richardson’s election had been certified by Democratic
South Carolina Governor Wade Hampton, and Rainey
maintained that only the South Carolina secretary of
state could certify elections. Rainey took his seat, but in
May 1878 the Committee on Elections declared the seat
vacant, citing irregularities. The House failed to act on
the committee report, and Rainey kept his seat for the
remainder of his term.

Rainey’s final two terms were wracked by setbacks for
African-American civil rights in South Carolina and the
final blow that virtually ended federal Reconstruction in
the South. On the American centennial on July 4, 1876,
black militia celebrated by parading through a street in
Hamburg, South Carolina. When a group of white men
attempted to cross the street, the black soldiers refused to
stop. The white men subsequently fired upon and killed
several militiamen. Debate over the incident became bitter
on the House Floor during Rainey’s final term in the 45th
Congress. Rainey condemned the murders and exchanged
coarse remarks with Democratic Representative Samuel
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Cox of New York, who believed the “Hamburg massacre”
resulted from poor government by black South Carolina
leaders.'® Bolstered by renewed Democratic control in
South Carolina, John S. Richardson defeated Rainey in the
1878 election for the 46th Congress (1879-1881) by more
than 8,000 votes."” Joseph Rainey retired from the House
on March 3, 1879.

Upon his departure from Congress, Rainey was
promised that Republicans would nominate him as Clerk
of the House of Representatives; however, Democratic
control over the 46th Congress precluded Rainey’s
selection as Clerk. When Republicans regained control of
Congress in 1881, Rainey spent time in Washington trying
to secure the appointment, but he lost the nomination.'®
In 1879, Rainey was appointed a special agent of the
U.S. Treasury Department in South Carolina. After being
endorsed by 84 Representatives, including future President
James A. Garfield of Ohio, Rainey served two years. In
1881, he started a brokerage and banking business in
Washington, but the firm collapsed five years later. For
one year, he managed a coal mining operation and a wood
yard before returning to Georgetown in ill health. Joseph
and Susan Rainey opened a millinery shop shortly before
Joseph died of congestive fever on August 1, 1887.
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FOR FURTHER READING

Packwood, Cyril Outerbridge. Detour-Bermuda,
Destination-U.S. House of Representatives; The Life of Joseph
Rainey (Hamilton, Bermuda: Baxter’s Limited, 1977).

“Rainey, Joseph Hayne,” Biographical Directory of the
United States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.
congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=R000016.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION

Columbia University, Rare Book and Manuscript Library
(New York, N.Y.) Papers: In the L. S. Alexander Gumby
Collection of Negroiana, ca. 1800—-1981, 88 linear feet.
The collection contains one letter from Joseph Hayne
Rainey, written on March 29, 1874.
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Jefferson Franklin Long
1836-1901

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1871
REPUBLICAN FROM GEORGIA

he second African American elected to the U.S.

House of Representatives, Jefferson Long served less
than three months—the shortest term of any African-
American Member—but nevertheless became the first black
Member to speak on the House Floor.! Speaking against
the Amnesty Bill, which restored political rights to most
former Confederates, Long pleaded with his colleagues
to acknowledge the atrocities being committed by white
supremacists in Georgia. “Do we, then, really propose here
to-day . . . when loyal men dare not carry the ‘stars and
stripes’ through our streets . . . to relieve from political
disability the very men who have committed these Kuklux
[sic] outrages?” he declared on the House Floor. “I think
that I am doing my duty to my constituents and my duty
to my country when I vote against such a proposition.”

Jefferson Long was born to a slave mother on March 3,
1836, in Knoxville, a small town in west-central Georgia.
Long’s father was believed to have been the son of a local
white man.? Defying the law, Long learned to read and
write. Trained as a tailor, he opened a successful business in
Macon, Georgia, after his emancipation following the end
of the Civil War. Most of his clients were white, as they
were the only rural Georgians able to afford custom-made
clothing.* Shortly after the war, Long married Lucinda
Carhart, and they raised seven children. One of Long’s sons
helped run his business.

Unlike neighboring South Carolina, Georgia did not
have a majority-black population, or a large antebellum
free black community. As a result, Georgia freedmen
often looked to white politicians as leaders after the
war. Long was an exception.’ His prosperous tailor shop
catered to politically connected clients and provided him
the resources to become involved in Republican politics.
Starting in 1866, Long began promoting literacy among
African Americans, and in 1867, he became active in the
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Georgia Educational Association, formed to protect and
advance the interests of freedmen. Long also belonged to
the Macon Union League, a grass-roots political action
group. A dazzling orator, he introduced Georgian freedmen
to politics by preaching the virtues of the Republican Party.
While traveling the state, organizing local Republican
branches, and encouraging black voters to register, Long
brought many whites into the Republican fold. In 1869, he
served on the Republican state committee and was a leader
in the Georgia Labor Convention, which organized black
agricultural workers to demand increased wages, better
jobs, and improved working conditions.®

Congress delayed Georgia’s re-entry into the Union
because the state legislature refused to ratify the 14th
Amendment, and white Republicans and Conservatives
expelled 29 legally elected black members from the Georgia
legislature in September 1868. Conditions for readmission
included reseating the black members and ratification
of the 15th Amendment. In July 1870, these terms were
agreed to, and a Georgia delegation was permitted to
return to Congress. A special election to fill the delegation’s
seats for the remainder of the 41st Congress (1869—1871)
was set for the same day—December 20, 1870—as the
election for a full term to the 42nd Congress (1871-1873).
The Georgia Republican Party chose black candidates to
run for the abbreviated terms, reserving the full term for
white candidates. In the state’s central district, the party
nominated Long for the 41st Congress and state senator
Thomas Jefferson Speer for the 42nd Congress. The night
before the election, Long gave a series of speeches across
the district, encouraging black voters to support the
Republican ticket. The following day, he rallied a large
number of blacks from Macon and marched with them
to the polls. Armed whites were waiting, and a riot broke
out. Long was unharmed, but four others were killed, and
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most blacks left the polls without voting. The unusual
election lasted three days. White politicians accused blacks
of voting multiple times and spread rumors that African
Americans from South Carolina and Alabama had crossed
state lines to vote. But despite the election’s inconsistencies,
Long defeated his opponent, Democrat Winburn J.
Lawton, garnering 12,867 votes (53 percent). However,

he was not sworn in until January 16, 1871, because of
complications related to Georgia’s readmission to the
Union.” Long took his seat one month after Representative
Joseph Rainey of South Carolina was seated in the House.

Long’s term was so short he was not assigned to any
committees, yet he was determined to fight for the civil
rights of freed slaves. On February 1, 1871, he became the
first African-American Representative to speak before the
House when he disagreed with a bill that exempted former
Confederate politicians from swearing allegiance to the
Constitution.® Long argued against allowing unrepentant
Confederates to return to Congress, noting that many
belonged to secret societies like the Ku Klux Klan, which
intimidated black citizens, and feigned loyalty to rebuild
political strength. “If this House removes the disabilities of
disloyal men,” Long warned, “I venture to prophesy you
will again have trouble from the very same men who gave
you trouble before.” Many major newspapers reported
on Long’s address, and northern newspapers, especially,
commended his oratorical skills. Georgia newspapers
described his speech as a malicious attempt to disfranchise
whites.'” Long’s efforts were fruitless; the House voted 118
to 90 to grant Confederates amnesty.

One of the few votes Long cast in the House was to
seat Thomas P. Beard, a black Republican from northeast
Georgia, after his defeat by Democrat Stephen Corker.
Led by Massachusetts Republican Benjamin Butler, a
few Radical Republicans, Long among them, objected
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to seating Corker when he presented his credentials on
January 24, 1871. (The Beard—Corker election equaled
Long’s for its violence. Beard testified that large numbers
of voters who had intended to vote for him were “shot,
beat or otherwise maltreated” by “organized bands of
desparadoes [sic],” connected to the Democrats.) Butler’s
resolution objecting to Corker’s credentials was soundly
defeated in a 148 to 42 vote."" A number of Republicans
voted against it on procedural grounds, believing Corker’s
credentials qualified him to remain seated until the
Elections Committee ruled on the case. Beard’s case never
came before the panel, and Corker served out the term.'?
Long was the last black Representative elected from
Georgia until Representative Andrew Young won a seat
in 1972. After leaving Congress on March 3, 1871, Long
returned to his tailoring business in Macon. Although
he remained active in politics, he never again ran for
public office, recognizing that the white-controlled
Georgia government had shut blacks out of politics. He
campaigned for Republican candidates in 1872 and served
as a member of the Southern Republican Convention
in 1874 and as a delegate to the Republican National
Conventions from 1872 to 1880. Long eventually became
frustrated by white Republican leaders’ failure to protect
black southerners. By the late 1870s, he began encouraging
African Americans to vote for Independent Democrats if
Republican candidates proved unsatisfactory.' Political
upheaval and sharp racial division in all the political parties
had so disillusioned Long by the mid-1880s that he left
politics permanently to focus on his business. However, his
reputation as a radical politician eventually cost him his
affluent white clientele.'* Unable to survive on the income
from his tailor shop, he started other businesses, including
a liquor store and a dry-cleaning shop. He remained self-
employed until his death in Macon on February 4, 1901.
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Robert Carlos De Large
1842-1874

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1871-1873
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

wealthy resident of Charleston, South Carolina,

Robert De Large won election to the U.S. House
of Representatives as an ally of the scandal-ridden
administration of Republican Governor Robert Scott.
Though he maintained a personal political alliance with
Scott, De Large was constantly at odds with the state
Republican Party and rarely defended the corrupt state
government. “I am free to admit,” De Large noted on the
House Floor while advocating for victims of racial violence
in the South, “that neither the Republicans of my State nor
the Democrats of that State can shake their garments and
say that they had no hand in bringing about this condition
of affairs.” A protracted contested election, in which De
Large’s lack of political capital, prickly personality and
failing health conspired against him, cut short the young
politician’s career.

Robert Carlos De Large was born on March 15, 1842,
in Aiken, South Carolina. Although some records indicate
De Large was born a slave, he likely was the offspring of
free mulatto parents. De Large’s father was a tailor, and
his Haitian mother was a cloak maker.” The De Large
family owned slaves and, as members of the free mulatto
elite, were afforded opportunities denied their darker-
skinned neighbors. Robert De Large was educated at a
North Carolina primary school and attended Wood High
School in Charleston, South Carolina. He later married
and had a daughter, Victoria.? De Large was a tailor and
a farmer before gaining lucrative employment with the
Confederate Navy during the Civil War. Perhaps regretting
the source of his financial windfall, De Large later donated
most of his wartime earnings to the Republican Party.
Nevertheless, by 1870 he had amassed a fortune that
exceeded $6,500. He moved within Charleston’s highest
circles and joined the Brown Fellowship Society, an
exclusive organization for mulattos.’
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After the war, De Large worked for the Republican
state government as an agent in the Freedmen’s Bureau. He
became an organizer for the South Carolina Republican
Party, serving on important committees at several state
conventions. He chaired the credentials committee at
the 1865 Colored People’s Convention at Charleston’s
Zion Church. At the 1867 South Carolina Republican
Convention, he chaired the platform committee, and
he served on the committee on franchise and elections
at the state’s 1868 constitutional convention. Among
African-American politicians of the era, De Large was
comparatively conservative. He advocated mandatory
literacy testing for voters but opposed compulsory
education while supporting state-funded and integrated
schools. He did favor some more radical measures,
however, arguing that the government should penalize ex-
Confederates by retaining their property and disfranchising
them. In 1868, De Large won his first elected office,
serving in the state house of representatives where he
chaired the ways and means committee. He also served
on a board for the mentally ill and was a member of
the state sinking fund commission. In 1870, secking a
black appointee, the legislature chose De Large as land
commissioner. In his quest to help South Carolina’s poor,
De Large oversaw the sale and transfer of almost 2,000
small tracts of land to be paid for over a maximum of
eight years, but his tenure on the land commission was
discredited by allegations of fraud. Political opponents
suspected that De Large skimmed money from the
commission to help finance his congressional campaign,
but he was never charged with a crime.®

In 1870, De Large set his sights on a congressional
district representing Charleston and the southeastern
portion of the state. He secured the Republican
nomination over incumbent scalawag Christopher Bowen,
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a former Confederate soldier and one of Governor Scott’s
most formidable political enemies.” According to a leading
historian, De Large maintained a personal friendship with
the embattled governor, although he was often at odds
with Scott’s supporters. De Large refused to defend white
South Carolina Republicans against charges of corruption
and often publicly chided those connected with Scott’s
administration for their unscrupulous activities. Yet Scott
continued to support De Large throughout his political
career, primarily because of their friendship.®

Christopher Bowen challenged De Large in the 1870
general election, running as an Independent Republican.
Having lost favor with the black majority (68 percent of
the district’s population) due to the influence of Bowen’s
allies, De Large was ahead by only a slender margin (fewer
than 1,000 votes out of more than 32,000 cast) despite
considerable political and financial support from Governor
Scott.” Bowen challenged the election results, but De
Large was sworn in to the 42nd Congress (1871-1873)
when it convened on March 4, 1871, and assigned to the
Committee on Manufactures.

De Large’s legislative agenda as a freshman Member
lacked continuity, principally because of the large
workload created by Bowen’s challenge. Early in his
term, De Large unsuccessfully offered an amendment
to provide $20,000 to rebuild a Charleston orphanage.

He also supported a bill providing amnesty to former
Confederates, but felt loyal black and white southerners
should be protected from intimidation and terror. Arguing
in favor of a bill to curb the activities of the Ku Klux Klan
in April 1871, De Large referred to intolerable conditions
throughout the South that required action from Congress.
“The naked facts stare us in the face, that this condition

of affairs does exist, and that it is necessary for the strong
arm of the law to interpose and protect the people in their
lives, liberty, and property,” he noted. However, De Large
was emphatic that his Charleston district had no reported
cases of “outlawry” but admitted that “until within the last
few months no one upon the face of God’s earth could
have convinced me that a secret organization existed in my
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State for the purpose of committing murder, arson, and
other outrages.”""

De Large’s unvarnished comments on the House Floor
about local party corruption caused him to run afoul of
state Republicans. Responding to a speech by Democrat
Samuel Cox of New York—in which Cox accused black
politicians of fueling the corruption in South Carolina’s
government—De Large insisted that black South Carolina
politicians were guilty only of trusting corrupt white
Republicans. “While there may have been extravagance
and corruption resulting from the placing of improper
men in official positions,” De Large declared, “these evils
have been brought about by the men identified with the
race to which the gentleman from New York belongs, and
not by our race.”"! Republicans outside South Carolina
praised De Large’s speech—the Chicago Tribune said it
showed “fearlessness and frankness”—but white political
leaders inside South Carolina were infuriated by De Large’s
accusations.'? White party leadership suspected he was
trying to create a political party that would alienate blacks
from the Republican Party. De Large had reportedly told
a Charleston crowd, “I hold that my race has always been
Republican for necessity only,” during his 1870 election
campaign.” Though he denied rumors he planned to
change parties, De Large’s alliance with black nationalist
Martin R. Delany, who had abandoned the Republican
Party, fueled such speculation.'

De Large participated sparingly in House Floor debate
during the second session, as he was occupied defending
his seat. The House Committee on Elections began
consideration of Christopher Bowen’s challenge to his
election in December 1871, and De Large took a leave of
absence in April 1872 to prepare his defense.

Bowen’s sensationalized bigamy trial—his political
enemies accused him of marrying a third wife without
having legally separated from his first and second
wives—focused national attention on the case and
damaged Bowen’s chances of successfully contesting De
Large’s election.”” Nevertheless, Bowen accused De Large
supporters of stuffing ballot boxes with false votes and



was backed by white South Carolina Republicans. The
Chicago Tribune observed wryly, “It really seems that the
only way a South Carolina politician can keep out of
State Prison or in Congtess is by proving all the rest to

be bigger scoundrels than himself.”'¢ Despite Bowen’s
political problems, De Large had few political allies. He
had developed a less-than-favorable reputation with his
stubborn, elitist, and temperamental antics, including

a fistfight in front of the state assembly in 1869. Even
fellow black lawmakers offered stinging judgments. South
Carolina Representative Robert Elliott derided De Large
for his small stature and outsized ego, calling him a “pygmy
who is trying to play the part of a giant.”"” Left to mount
his own defense, De Large accused Bowen of bribing a
lawyer to keep exonerating evidence from the Committee
on Elections.'® The case was further complicated when De
Large’s health failed in the summer of 1872. Black South
Carolina Representative Joseph Rainey pleaded on the
House Floor for a delay in the case, but the committee
reported that the many abuses and irregularities during
the election made determining a victor impossible, and
on January 18, 1873, declared the seat vacant for the rest
of the 42nd Congress, set to adjourn in March. The full
House agreed with the committee’s findings."

The rigors of defending his seat in the 42nd Congress
took a toll on De Large’s fragile health and left him few
options other than retirement. Black politician Alonzo
Ransier won his seat. De Large returned to the state
capital in Columbia and later moved to Charleston after
Governor Scott appointed him magistrate of that city.
He died of tuberculosis shortly thereafter on February
14, 1874, at the age of 31. Despite De Large’s difhicult
relationship with South Carolina Republicans, city
magistrates statewide closed their offices on the day of his
funeral to show their respect.
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“ HE NAKED FACTS STARE US
IN THE FACE, THAT THIS
CONDITION OF AFFAIRS DOES
EXIST, AND THAT IT IS NECESSARY
FOR THE STRONG ARM OF THE LAW
TO INTERPOSE AND PROTECT
THE PEOPLE IN THEIR LIVES,
LIBERTY, AND PROPERTY,’
DE LARGE SAID IN SUPPORT OF
A BILL TO CURB Ku KLux KLAN

ACTIVITIES IN THE SOUTH.
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Robert Brown Elliott
1842-1884

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1871-1874
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

\ )( 7ith 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.' 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.”

Robert Elliott was born on August 11, 1842, likely to
West Indian parents in Liverpool, England.? 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.*

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
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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.’ 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.® Though the
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New York Times predicted Bacon’s victory, Elliott soundly
defeated him with 60 percent of the vote.” 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.”®
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
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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.” Elliotts
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.”'® 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."" 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.'?
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.)"?
The corrupt South Carolina government later dropped the



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.'
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.”* 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.'®
The Chicago Tribune published a glowing review, noting
that “fair-skinned men in Congress . . . might learn
something from this black man.”"”

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
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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.'®

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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“] REGRET, SIR, THAT THE DARK
HUE OF MY SKIN MAY LEND A
COLOR TO THE IMPUTATION
THAT | AM CONTROLLED BY
MOTIVES PERSONAL TO MYSELF
IN MY ADVOCACY OF THIS GREAT
MEASURE OF NATIONAL JUSTICE,’
ELLIOTT SAID OF HIS SUPPORT
roR THE C1viL RigaTs BILL
OF 1875. “' HE MOTIVE THAT
IMPELS ME IS RESTRICTED TO
NO SUCH BOUNDARY, BUT IS AS
BROAD AS YOUR CONSTITUTION.
[ ADVOCATE IT BECAUSE

IT IS RIGHT.”
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Benjamin Sterling Turner
1825-1804

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1871-1873
REPUBLICAN FROM ALABAMA

former slave and a self-made businessman who lost

property during the Civil War, Benjamin Turner
focused on restoring peace and repairing economic damage
in the war-ravaged South. The first African-American
Representative from Alabama, Turner tirelessly promoted
the industriousness of his black constituents. “These people
have struggled longer and labored harder, and have made
more of the raw material than any people in the world,”
he noted on the House Floor. “Since they have been free
they have not slackened in their industry, but materially
improved their economy.” Turner also struck a conciliatory
tone with white constituents, seeking restored political
rights for former Confederates before Congress passed laws
declaring general amnesty. His political moderation limited
his legislative influence in an institution still controlled by
Radical Republicans.

Benjamin Sterling Turner was born a slave on March 17,
1825, in Weldon, North Carolina.” His widowed owner,
Elizabeth Turner, moved to Selma, Alabama, in 1830,
taking five-year-old Turner to live with her on the Alabama
River. Turner obtained an education, most likely sitting
in as a playmate on lessons for the family’s white children.
He was sold at age 20 to Major W. H. Gee, the husband of
Elizabeth Turner’s stepdaughter. Gee owned a hotel and a
livery stable and permitted Turner to manage the businesses
and keep part of the profits. Major Gee’s brother, James,
inherited Turner upon his brother’s death, and Turner
managed James Gee’s hotel. Turner married a black woman,
but a white man purchased her as his mistress. Turner never
remarried, but the 1870 Census indicates he cared for a
nine-year-old mulatto boy named Osceola.?

By the time the Civil War broke out, Turner had
enough money to purchase some property. He also looked
after his owner’s land and businesses when Gee left to serve
in the Confederate Army. Selma became a hub for weapons
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manufacturing and was overrun by the Union cavalry in
the spring of 1865. The troops burned two-thirds of the
city and, along with his white neighbors, Turner suffered
great financial loss. He later sought $8,000 in damages
from the Southern Claims Commission, but it is unclear
if he received it.* Turner continued to work as a merchant
and a farmer after the war, replenishing much of his
capital. Eager to provide freedmen with the opportunities
an education had provided him, he founded a school

in Selma in 1865. In 1867, he attended the Republican
state convention and attracted the attention of local
GOP officials. That same year he was appointed Dallas
County tax collector. In 1869, Turner was elected a Selma
councilman, but he resigned in protest after being offered
compensation because he believed public officials should
not be paid when economic conditions were poor.”

In 1870, Turner made a bid for a southwestern Alabama
seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. Claiming he
sold a horse to finance his campaign, Turner noted the
lack of support from the numerous white carpetbagger
Republicans, who supported more-radical, redemptive
candidates. Yet Turner had strong support from the black
population, which constituted nearly 52 percent of the
district—the second-largest black voting bloc in Alabama.
Running on a balanced platform of “Universal Suffrage
and Universal Amnesty,” he defeated Democrat Samuel
J. Cummings with 18,226 votes (58 percent) in the
November 8 election, taking his seat in the 42nd Congress
(1871-1873).7

Having witnessed firsthand the devastation of the
Civil War, Turner spent much of his congressional career
seeking financial aid for his broken southern state. In
one instance, he introduced a bill to eliminate legal and
political disabilities imposed on former Confederates.

Though the Radical Republicans in the 42nd Congress
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denied his request, the 43rd Congress (1873-1875)
eventually passed an Amnesty Act, clearing most former
Confederates political restrictions. Turner’s charity toward
former slave masters did not prevent him from taking a
more radical stance on other legislation concerning the
injustices of slavery. He advocated racially mixed schools
and financial reparation for former slaves; years later, both
issues remained controversial.

Turner sought to repair the devastation in his hometown
by sponsoring a bill to appropriate $200,000 for the
construction of a federal building in Selma and the
reconstruction of Selma’s St. Paul’s Episcopal Church.
Continuing his call for amnesty, he claimed that the federal
money would help heal wounds from the war. Turner
included a plea for the federal reconstruction money in the
Congressional Globe Appendix—a tactic he often relied upon
because Republican leaders denied him time to speak on the
floor. “The Government made a display in that unfortunate
city of its mighty power and conquered a gallant and
high-toned people. They may have sinned wonderfully, but
they suffered terribly,” Turner wrote on behalf of the Selma
appropriation.® Although that bill was not passed, Turner
was able to help individual Alabamians from his position
on the Committee on Invalid Pensions. Turner passed two
private pension bills, one of which put a black Civil War
veteran on the pension roll at $8 per month.’

On February 20, 1872, Turner presented a petition
from the Mobile board of trade requesting a refund
of the taxes on cotton collected from the southern
states from 1866 to 1868. On May 31, he submitted a
speech to the Congressional Globe Appendix, declaring
the tax unconstitutional and decrying its effect on the
impoverished cotton workers—a disproportionate number
of whom were freedmen. He pleaded “on behalf of the
poor people of the South, regardless of caste or color,
because this tax had its blighting influence. It cut the
jugular vein of our financial system, bled it near unto
death. . . . It so crippled every trade and industry that our
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suffering has been greater under its influence than under
that of the war.”'* In the same speech, Turner called for
the government to purchase private land, divide it into
tracts of no more than 160 acres, and sell it to freedmen.
No action was taken on this proposal, nor did the House
consider a refund for the cotton tax.

In 1872, Republicans renominated Turner for his
congressional seat, but his popularity had eroded in his
Selma district. Turner’s relative conservatism, his refusal
to make patronage appointments on a partisan basis,
and his failure to pass economic revitalization bills roiled
voters."! Turner’s decline also reflected class tensions among
local blacks. Prominent African-American leaders noted
condescendingly that during his industrious but modest
past Turner had been a “barroom owner, livery stable
keeper, and a man destitute of education.”? The black
elite—fearing Turner would embarrass them because,
they claimed, he lacked the social graces, manners, and
experience of the upper class—backed Philip Joseph, a
freeborn newspaper editor. Joseph ran as an Independent,
splitting the black vote. White candidate Frederick G.
Bromberg, running on the Democratic and Liberal
Republican ticket, benefited from the split African-
American vote, winning the general election with a 44
percent plurality. Turner took 37 percent, and Joseph
garnered 19 percent."

After his congressional career, Turner curtailed his
political activities, emerging in 1880 to attend the Alabama
Labor Union Convention and to serve as a delegate to the
Republican National Convention in Chicago. He then
returned to his livery stable in Selma. Turner eventually
lost his business during a national economic downturn at
the end of the 1870s. Resorting to making his living as a
farmer, Benjamin Turner died nearly penniless in Selma on
March 21, 1894.
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Josiah Thomas Walls
1842-1905

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1871-1873; 18731876
REPUBLICAN FROM FLORIDA

vercoming deep political divisions in the Florida

Republican Party, Josiah Walls became the first
African American to serve his state in Congress. The only
black Representative from Florida until the early 1990s,
Walls was unseated twice on the recommendation of the
House Committee on Elections. When he was not fiercely
defending his seat in Congress, Walls fought for internal
improvements for Florida. He also advocated compulsory
education and economic opportunity for all races: “We
demand that our lives, our liberties, and our property shall
be protected by the strong arm of our government, that it
gives us the same citizenship that it gives to those who it
seems would . . . sink our every hope for peace, prosperity,
and happiness into the great sea of oblivion.”

Josiah Thomas Walls was born into slavery in
Winchester, Virginia, on December 30, 1842.> He was
suspected to be the son of his master, Dr. John Walls,
and maintained contact with him throughout his life.?
When the Civil War broke out, Walls was forced to be the
private servant of a Confederate artilleryman until he was
captured by Union soldiers in May 1862. Emancipated
by his Union captors, Walls briefly attended the county
normal school in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. By July 1863,
Josiah Walls was serving in the Union Army as part of the
3rd Infantry Regiment of United States Colored Troops
(USCT) based in Philadelphia. His regiment moved to
Union-occupied northern Florida in February 1864.

The following June, he transferred to the 35th Regiment
USCT, where he served as the first sergeant and artillery
instructor. While living in Picolota, Florida, Walls met
and married Helen Fergueson, with whom he had one
daughter, Nellie. He was discharged in October 1865 but
decided to stay in Florida, working at a saw mill on the

Suwannee River and, later, as a teacher with the Freedmen’s
Bureau in Gainesville. By 1868, Walls had saved enough
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money to buy a 60-acre farm outside the city.

One of the few educated black men in Reconstruction-
Era Florida, Walls was drawn to political opportunities
available after the war. He began his career by
representing north-central Florida’s Alachua County
in the 1868 Florida constitutional convention. That
same year, Walls ran a successful campaign for state
assemblyman. The following fall, he was elected to the
state senate and took his seat as one of five freedmen
in the 24-man chamber in January 1869. Josiah Walls
attended the Southern States Convention of Colored Men
in 1871 in Columbia, South Carolina.

After gaining traction in 1867, the Florida Republican
Party disintegrated into factions controlled by scalawags
and carpetbaggers—each group fighting for the loyalty
of a large constituency of freedmen. The disorganized
GOP faced another grim situation when their nominating
convention met in August 1870. The three previous
years would be remembered as the apex of anti-black
violence in the state, orchestrated by the well-organized
Jacksonville branches of the Ku Klux Klan.* In the face
of such unrestrained intimidation, Florida freedmen were
widely expected to avoid the polls on Election Day. Fearing
conservative Democrats would capture the election in
the absence of the black vote, state GOP party leaders—a
group made up entirely of white men from the scalawag
and carpetbagger factions—agreed that nominating a black
man to the state’s lone At-Large seat in the U.S. House of
Representatives would renew black voters’ courage and faith
in the Republican Party. Passing over the incumbent, former
Union soldier Representative Charles Hamilton, the state
convention delegates advanced the names of their favorite
black candidates. Fierce competition between the nominees
led to unruly debate as well as attempts to cast fraudulent
votes, and almost resulted in rioting. Walls’s reputation as an
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independent politician who would not fall under the control
of a single faction gave him the edge, and the convention
selected him for the party’s nomination on the 11th ballot.
'The narrow victory was not encouraging for Walls. In the
general election, he would confront not only Democratic
opposition but also the doubts of his own party.®

Walls faced former slave owner and Confederate
veteran Silas L. Niblack in the general election. Niblack
immediately attacked Walls’s capabilities, arguing that
a former slave was not educated enough to serve in
Congress. Walls countered these charges by challenging
his opponent to a debate and speaking at political rallies
throughout northern Florida (the most populous section of
the state). The campaign was violent; a would-be assassin’s
bullet missed Walls by inches at a Gainesville rally, and
Election Day was tumultuous. As one Clay County
observer noted, Florida had been “turned upside down
with politics and the election.”® Walls emerged victorious,
taking just 627 more votes than Niblack out of the more
than 24,000 cast.” After presenting his credentials on
March 4, 1871, he was immediately sworn in to the 42nd
Congress (1871-1873) and given a seat on the Committee
on the Militia.

Niblack quickly contested the election. He provided
solid evidence that the canvassers who rejected Democratic
ballots in at least eight counties throughout the state were
not legally allowed to do so; their job had been limited to
counting votes. Walls claimed that he had lost more votes
due to voter intimidation by the Ku Klux Klan in several
northeastern counties, but he had little tangible evidence
to support this claim.® Walls was in office for nearly two
years before the House Committee on Elections ruled on
his case. The Republican majority declared Niblack the
winner on January 29, 1873—a rare case in which the
committee decided with the candidate from the minority
party.’ Despite his loss, Walls’s congressional career was
not over. In November 1872, he had won one of the
two Florida At-Large seats in the 43rd Congress (1873—
1875).1 In the four-way race, the top-two vote getters
won a seat. Walls was just 34 votes shy of carpetbagger
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Republican William Purman. Niblack, running as a
Conservative, was third."" Walls returned to Congress
when it convened in December 1873, receiving an
additional assignment: to the Committee on Expenditures
in the Navy Department.

Walls spent much of the 42nd and 43rd Congresses
advancing the political and economic interests of his
Florida constituents. Even Jacksonville’s Democratic
Florida Union praised Walls’s efforts on behalf of the state,
declaring, “Mr. Walls adds his mite to what has gone
before and does it well.”'? He affectionately referred to
Florida as “my own sunny state,” in an attempt to promote
the potential of his new home for tourism and farming."
Walls presented resolutions for statewide internal
improvements including the construction of telegraph
lines, customhouses, courthouses, and post offices. He
sought funding to improve Florida’s harbors and rivers and
to create a land-grant state agricultural college. In an 1872
tariff bill, Walls also fought to protect Florida’s orchards
from foreign competition. Most of Walls’s measures failed
to make it out of committee, but he had more success
passing private bills (those submitted for the benefit of an
individual). He managed to gain pensions for Seminole
Wiar veterans who fought several battles against Native
Americans in Florida throughout the early 19th century.

Walls feared the cause of public education would
languish if it were left to the states. During the 43rd
Congress, he enthusiastically supported a measure to
establish a national education fund financed by the sale
of public land. Walls addressed this issue in his first major
floor speech on February 3, 1872: “I believe that the
national Government is the guardian of the liberties of all
its subjects,” Walls said. “Can [African Americans] protect
their liberties without education; and can they be educated
under the present condition of society in the States where
they were when freed? Can this be done without the aid,
assistance, and supervision of the General Government?
No, sir, it cannot.”"* The bill passed with amendments
protecting a state’s right to segregated education and
granting states greater control over the distribution of



federal funds, but the money was never appropriated.”
Walls’s support for education was further frustrated when
the Civil Rights Bill—a battered piece of legislation seeking
to eliminate discrimination in public accommodations, first
introduced in 1870—came to a vote in February 1875.
Opponents managed to excise a clause calling for equal
educational opportunities just before the measure came to a
vote. Walls was so displeased, he abstained from voting on
the final bill on February 5, 1875.'° Submitting a speech to
the Congressional Record Appendix just one month after the
civil rights vote, Walls assessed the future of the South as
Reconstruction began to deteriorate: “I reluctantly confess,
after so many years of concessions that unless partisan and
sectional feeling shall lose more of its rancor in the future
than has been experienced in the past, fundamental law will
be disregarded, overthrown, and trampled under foot, and
a complete reign of terror and anarchy will rule supreme.”"”

For the 1874 campaign, Florida was split into two
congressional districts, and Walls ran in a district
covering the eastern half of the peninsula. Nearly the
entire population of the new district, which was more
than half black, lived between Walls’s home in north-
central Florida and Jacksonville, on the Atlantic Coast.!®
The state Republican Party remained fractured, and an
economic depression further endangered its grip on the
state government. Walls returned to Florida after the
43rd Congress to maximize his personal wealth and to
muster local political strength for the coming election.
He succeeded in both goals. Using his congressional
salary, Walls purchased a cotton plantation formerly
owned by Confederates. That same year, he was admitted
to the Florida bar (legal training was not required in
some rural states) and bought the Gainesville New Era
newspaper. Walls used the New Era to campaign for his
renomination. In his first editorial, Walls promised to
focus on internal improvements and to address the “wants
and interests of the people of color,” loosely defined as
education, thrift, and industry." His local popularity
soared, and district Republicans nominated him on the
first ballot in August 1874.
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In the general election, Walls faced Conservative
candidate Jesse J. Finley, a Tennessee native and pre-Civil
War member of the Whig Party. Voters divided almost
entirely along racial lines; Walls topped Finley by a slim
margin of 371 votes out of nearly 17,000 cast, taking
51 percent.* He was sworn in to the 44th Congress and
assigned to the Committee on Mileage.

Once again Walls was confronted by a challenge to his
seat. Finley contested the election, claiming that ballots
from several precincts where Walls resided in Alachua
County had been miscounted. Finley supporters also
claimed that other Alachua County votes were illegal
because the eligibility oath was executed improperly
(Florida law required this oath from voters whose names
did not appear on the precincts list). Finley also accused
Walls’s black political ally W. U. Saunders of impersonating
a federal marshal at one of the polling places to protect and
encourage black voters. Furthermore, Finley supporters
suspected Walls’s votes in one Columbia County precinct
had been tampered with by GOP state senate candidate
E. G. Johnson.” With Democrats now in power in the
House, the Committee on Elections reported 8 to 3
against Walls. As the debate moved to the House Floor,
Democratic Speaker Michael Kerr of Indiana allocated
time to Members during the two-day discussion. Not
one of Walls’s six black colleagues was allowed to speak,
although Walls briefly took the floor in his own defense.
On April 19, 1876, the House adopted the committee
report, 135 to 84, with 71 abstentions (including
Representatives Robert Smalls of South Carolina and
Charles Nash of Louisiana). Walls returned to Florida a
week later and, in August 1876, Republican Horatio Bisbee
defeated his attempt at renomination.

In November 1876, Walls won a seat in the Florida
state senate, where he championed his cause of compulsory
public education. Ultimately frustrated by the futility of
Republican politics after the collapse of Reconstruction, he
took a permanent leave of absence in February 1879. The
opportunity to face his old foe Bisbee for the Republican
nomination to a Florida U.S. House seat lured him back
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into politics in 1884. He lost and then ran unsuccessfully
in the general election as an Independent candidate.*

In 1890, Walls lost another bid for the state senate. In
1885, his wife, Helen Fergueson Walls, died and Josiah
Walls married her young cousin, Ella Angeline Gass. His
successful farm was destroyed when his crops froze in
February 1895. Walls subsequently took charge of the farm
at Florida Normal College (now Florida A&M University),
until his death in Tallahassee on May 15, 1905. Josiah
Walls had fallen into such obscurity, no Florida newspaper

published his obituary.”
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WALLS ASSESSED THE FUTURE OF
THE SOUTH AS RECONSTRUCTION
BEGAN TO DETERIORATE:

“]l RELUCTANTLY CONFESS, AFTER
SO MANY YEARS OF CONCESSIONS
THAT UNLESS PARTISAN AND
SECTIONAL FEELING SHALL
LOSE MORE OF ITS RANCOR IN
THE FUTURE THAN HAS BEEN
EXPERIENCED IN THE PAST ... A
COMPLETE REIGN OF TERROR AND

ANARCHY WILL RULE SUPREME.”
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Richard Harvey Cain
1825-1887

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1873-1875; 18771879
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

Born into freedom, Richard Cain was a pastor, a
newspaper editor, and an entrepreneur, making

his mark as a writer and a land speculator before being
elected to the U.S. House for two nonconsecutive terms.
During the 43rd Congress (1873—1875), Cain used

his considerable oratorical skills and wit to defend the
education clause in the Civil Rights Bill of 1875. He
displayed a rich sense of humor, mocking southern white
Representatives who pronounced African Americans
incapable of learning. Addressing Representative William
Robbins of North Carolina, Cain retorted, “The gentleman
. . . states that the Negro race is the world’s stage actor—
the comic dancer all over the land; that he laughs and he
dances. . . . Now he dances as an African; then he crouched
as a slave.”! Amid deteriorating conditions for southern
blacks at the end of Reconstruction, Cain promoted
African-American immigration to the West African colony
of Liberia in the 45th Congress (1877-1879).

Richard Harvey Cain was born to free parents on April
12, 1825, in Greenbrier County, Virginia (now West
Virginia). His Cherokee mother and black father moved
with their son to Gallipolis, Ohio, in 1831. Living in
a “free state” afforded Cain an education; he learned to
read and write in Sunday school classes. He also worked
on steamboats along the Ohio River. In 1844, Cain
entered the Methodist ministry; his first assignment was in
Hannibal, Missouri. In 1848, frustrated by the Methodists
segregated practices, he transferred to the African
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Cain then served as
a pastor in Muscatine, lowa, where he was elected a deacon
in 1859. When the Civil War broke out in 1861, he was
studying at Wilberforce University in Ohio, one of the first
American colleges founded by black men. Cain claimed
that he and 115 other Wilberforce students attempted to
enlist but were turned away by the Ohio governor.
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In 1861, Richard Cain was assigned to serve as pastor
at the Bridge Street Church in Brooklyn, New York, where
he quickly became involved in politics. As a delegate to
a national black convention held in Syracuse, New York,
in 1864, he advocated universal manhood suffrage. After
the war, the AME Church assigned Cain to the historic
Emanuel Church in Charleston, South Carolina. The
state government had dissolved the congregation in 1822
because of a slave revolt, but under Cain’s leadership the
congregation swelled to the largest in the state by 1871.
Cain established himself as a writer at the 1865 Charleston
Colored People’s Convention, penning “Address to the
People of South Carolina” in which he set forth some of
his lifelong political positions, including his advocacy of
land grants for freedmen. To disseminate his views to a
larger audience, he founded the South Carolina Leader
newspaper in 1866 (renamed the Missionary Record in
1868). Cain hired future black Representatives Robert
Elliott and Alonzo Ransier as associate editors. The
exposure he gained from his church and his newspaper
helped jump-start Cain’s political career. Under Cain,
Emanuel’s congregation became “one of the strongest
political organizations in the state,” and its support base
grew through the editorial pages of the Missionary Record.’
Cain first served in South Carolina as a delegate to the
state constitutional convention in 1868. He was elected
to the state senate that same year, heading a commission
to investigate South Carolina state senators who voted
against the ratification of the 14th Amendment. After an
unsuccessful campaign for re-election to the state senate
in 1870, Cain was named chair of the party’s Charleston
branch, and he set his sights on national politics. Known
widely as “Daddy Cain,” he had firmly established his
credentials as a paternal champion of African-American
civil rights and social advancement.*
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While further entrepreneurial endeavors garnered
Cain important political connections, they also invited
scrutiny and unwanted attention. In 1869, he supported
enacting a state land commission and petitioning the
U.S. Congress to fund it with a $1 million loan from the
Freedmen’s Bank.> When the commission proved corrupt
and ineffective, Cain purchased large tracts of farmland
20 miles outside Charleston in 1871 and attempted to
sell them exclusively to freedmen. He established the
Ebenezer AME Church on the property, and a new
community (Lincolnville) grew out of its congregation.®
Financiers foreclosed on the project when Cain was unable
to meet the mortgage payments. He was later indicted
for obtaining money from buyers under false pretenses,
but the case never went to trial. His participation in
Reconstruction-Era politics was also attended by personal
risk; white supremacy groups harassed him, and his
daughter would later recall, “We... lived in constant fear at
all times.””

The 1872 campaign in South Carolina signaled a new
reform movement in state politics, particularly following
the revelation of corruption on the part of outgoing
Governor Robert K. Scott.® As a longtime advocate for the
removal of corrupt politicians from state government and
a cofounder of the Honest Government League, Cain was
an attractive candidate for statewide and national office.’
After failing to obtain the nomination for lieutenant
governor, Cain sought an At-Large seat in the U.S. House
of Representatives. He defeated his nearest opponent,
Independent Democrat Lewis E. Johnson, by more than
38,000 votes, garnering 71 percent of the total in a four-
way race.'’

Upon being sworn into the 43rd Congress, Cain was
assigned to the influential Committee on Agriculture as a
nod to his state’s large farming population. He spent his
first term in Congress, however, focusing on the long-
awaited Civil Rights Bill. First introduced in 1870, the
bill, which called for equal services and accommodations
for all races, had been diluted by amendments restricting
its scope. Cain, an assertive and entertaining orator, made

96 * BLACK AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

* RICHARD HARVEY CAIN %

two major speeches and on several occasions spoke on the
House Floor in support of the legislation. Both of Cain’s
significant floor speeches, delivered in January 1873,
identified the civil rights legislation as the final battle of
the Civil War and a fatal blow to slavery, fulfilling “the
great mission . . . of giving all the people equal rights.”"!
Cain touched on race relations in the South as well as
discrimination related to public transportation, hotel
accommodations, and education. He attempted to dispel
the well-worn argument that civil rights legislation would
destroy the possibility of good relations between southern
whites and African Americans. On January 10, he said,
“Now I am at a loss to see how the friendship of our white
friends can be lost to us by simply saying we should be
permitted to enjoy the rights enjoyed by other citizens...
We do not want any discrimination. I do not ask for any
legislation for colored people of this country that is not
applied to the white people. All that we ask is equal laws,
equal legislation, and equal rights. . . .”'* Cain also made

a case for the contributions of blacks to southern society,
observing that black men provided essential labor for the
economy and fulfilled many skilled tasks. Cain noted that,
“the carpenters, the machinists, the engineers—nearly all
the mechanics” in the South were black.'

A distilled version of the beleaguered civil rights
legislation passed on February 4, 1875, with Cain
reluctantly accepting an amendment striking the clause
that would have integrated public schools.'* With the
adjournment of the 43rd Congress one month later, Cain’s
At-Large seat was eliminated due to reapportionment. He
did not seek renomination in his home district, which
included the large black populations of Charleston,
Georgetown, and the Sea Islands, then represented by
black Representative Joseph Rainey, but returned to his
ministry and local political activity in Charleston."”

Cain did not remain out of elective office for long,
however. In 1876, he accepted the Republican nomination
for a seat in a new district mapped by the Republican state
legislature and favorable to the election of its partisans.
Cain’s new district, which swept from low-country



Charleston to neighboring inland Orangeburg County,
was more than 65 percent black.'® Although Cain defeated
his opponent, Michael O’Connor, by more than 8,000
votes (taking 62 percent), that Election Day was one of
the most tumultuous in South Carolina history. Violence
and corruption wracked the state. The chaos drew national
attention when South Carolina, along with two other
states, provided two sets of electoral votes for each of

the presidential candidates, Republican Rutherford B.
Hayes and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden."” Citing election
irregularities, O’Connor contested Cain’s victory. He
challenged Cain’s credentials, signed by South Carolina
Secretary of State Henry E. Hayne, a black man later
declared by the state government to be a fugitive from

the law. O’Connor also argued that the state canvassers,
who had met in secret to count the final votes, were
candidates on the Republican ticket along with Cain and
thus biased."” On October 16, 1877, the second day of the
45th Congtess, Cain defended himself against these claims,
noting that the secretary who had signed his credentials
also had signed those of four other South Carolina
Representatives of different races and political parties."
That same day the House voted 181 to 89 to seat Cain,
and he was assigned to the Committee on Private Claims.
O’Connor again tried to unseat him a year later; however,
the Elections Committee unanimously supported Cain.
The House upheld his election for the second time in an
unrecorded vote on May 8, 1878.%

The provisions that had been gutted from the Civil
Rights Bill of 1875 were at the top of Cain’s agenda
when he returned to Congress, and he introduced a bill
requiring the federal government to set aside monies
from the sale of public lands to fund public education.
The money would be apportioned to the states based on
population. Cain did not use racial or partisan arguments
to make his case; providing federal census statistics
showing that school attendance was low among the poor
of all races and regions, Cain declared, “The education of
the nation is paramount, and should not be neglected. We
should recognize the absolute necessity of elevating our
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citizens of whatever class or condition from ignorance,
from degradation, from superstition, from pauperism,
from crime. It is an accepted axiom, I believe everywhere,
that the more intelligent the citizen is the better citizen
he is.”?! Although Cain gained the support of several of
his colleagues, including Representative Rainey, his
proposal never made it out of the Committee on
Education and Labor.

Cain’s frustration with the collapse of Reconstruction
shaped his policy during his second term. He defended
the controversial order of South Carolina carpetbagger
Governor Daniel Chamberlain to employ military
protection for voters in the 1876 election and argued
against cutting military budgets, to ensure domestic peace
and protect western pioneers from Indian uprisings.”
Concerned with the erosion of black civil rights in the
South, Cain also reconsidered his initial reluctance to
support emigration to Liberia.” Citing growing black
disillusionment in the South, he began to advocate
legislation to aid that cause.? On March 11, 1878, Cain
submitted a bill to establish routes for mail and passenger
ships to the West African colony. Although his proposal
never left the Committee on Commerce, Cain became
a member of the Liberian Exodus Joint Stock Steamship
Company in 1877.

Representative Cain’s politics became more radical as his
term progressed. He joined former black Representatives
Robert De Large and Alonso Ransier from South Carolina
in supporting the movement of black nationalist Martin
Delany to gain power for blacks in the federal government.
Cain cooperated with Delany, castigating white Republican
leaders who favored light-skinned candidates and scorning
mulatto men who endorsed this discrimination. He argued
that this practice splintered the Republican Party.”® He
also advocated violent retaliation against the Ku Klux Klan
and the like-minded Red Shirts of South Carolina.?® Such
maverick positions cost Cain the Republican nomination
in 1878. Instead the party nominated a local white man,
Edmund W. M. Mackey, who went on to lose a close
election to Cain’s former opponent Michael O’Connor.
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After leaving Congress, Cain distanced himself from
South Carolina politics. In 1880, the AME Church elected

Cain to serve as bishop in the Texas—Louisiana Conference.

He cofounded Paul Quinn College in Waco, Texas, and
served as its president until July 1884. Cain then returned
to Washington, DC to serve as bishop of the AME
Conference with jurisdiction in the mid-Atlantic and New
England states, overseeing his new post from the nation’s
capital, until he died on January 18, 1887.
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John Roy Lynch
18471939

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1873-1877; 18821883
REPUBLICAN FROM MISSISSIPPI

he only African-American Representative from

Mississippi for a century, following a quick rise in
politics at a young age, John Roy Lynch fought to maintain
Republican hegemony in his state in the face of violent
Democratic opposition. A veteran of the Civil War and,
later, the Spanish—-American War, Lynch emphasized his
rights as an American citizen on the House Floor. “It is
certainly known by southern as well as northern men
that the colored people of this country are thoroughly
American,” he declared. “Born and raised upon American
soil and under the influence of American institutions;
not American citizens by adoption, but by birth.”" An
outspoken advocate for the Civil Rights Bill of 1875 and
an active Republican throughout his long life, Lynch later
challenged a major school of interpretation that disparaged
black political activity during the Reconstruction Era.

John Roy Lynch was born into slavery near Vidalia,
Louisiana, on September 10, 1847. His Irish immigrant
father, Patrick Lynch, managed the Tacony Plantation,
and his mother, Catherine White, was a mulatto slave.

He had two older brothers, William and Edward.

John Lynch became the personal valet of his owner,
Mississippian Alfred W. Davis, until Davis was drafted

by the Confederate Army in 1862. Lynch recalled

Davis as “reasonable, fair, and considerate.”” After being
emancipated at the end of the war, Lynch worked as a cook
for the 49th Illinois Volunteers regiment and performed
other odd jobs. He subsequently managed a photographer’s
studio. Lynch’s business prospered, and he invested in local
real estate.

Lynch rose rapidly in politics because of the
opportunities that were available to black men in
Reconstruction-Era Mississippi. He began his political
career in 1868 by speaking at the local Republican club
in favor of a new Mississippi constitution. The following
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year, he served as an assistant secretary at the Republican
state convention. In April 1869, the local Republican Party
selected Lynch to advise Reconstruction Governor Adelbert
Ames about various candidates for political positions in
Natchez, Mississippi. When the list of appointments was
unveiled, Lynch professed to be surprised to find he had
been appointed justice of the peace. The local favorite for
the appointment, Reverend H. P. Jacobs, accused Lynch of
stealing the position.> In November 1869, Lynch won his
first elected office, serving in the Mississippi state house of
representatives. In January 1872, colleagues selected the
24-year-old as speaker.

Lynch sought a U.S. House seat representing coastal
Mississippi, a district that he largely created as presiding
officer in the state house of representatives. The district
encompassed the southern quarter of the state, including
his Natchez home. Lynch enjoyed broad support from
his district, whose population was 55 percent black.*

He defeated incumbent Republican Legrand Perce for
the nomination, noting his vulnerability to Democratic
accusations that he was a carpetbagger. Facing Democratic
Judge Hiram Cassidy in the general election, Lynch
conducted a strong campaign organized by a trio of
influential black politicians: William McCary, Robert
Wood, and Robert Fitzhugh. In a quiet election in which
both candidates canvassed the state and engaged in joint
debates, Lynch defeated Cassidy, taking 15,091 votes

(65 percent).” When the 43rd Congress (1873-1875)
convened, 26-year-old John Lynch was its youngest
Member.® He received appointments to the Committee
on Mines and the Committee on Expenditures in the
Interior Department.

Like other African Americans in Congress, Lynch
enthusiastically promoted the Civil Rights Bill, which
outlawed discrimination on public transportation and in
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public accommodations and provided for equal education
for the races.” Speaking twice before his colleagues on
an issue that preoccupied much of the 43rd Congress,
Lynch argued that civil rights legislation would help Black
Americans achieve political independence, and claimed
Democratic opposition to the bill forced freedmen to
support the Republican Party. Despite Democrats’ tactical
attempts to prevent him from speaking, Lynch addressed
his colleagues on February 3, 1875, just before the Civil
Rights Bill came to a vote. Maintaining that the legislation
would not force blacks and whites to mix socially, as
southern Democrats feared, Lynch said, “It is not social
rights that we desire. We have enough of that already.
What we ask for is protection in the enjoyment of public
rights—rights that are or should be accorded to every
citizen alike.”® The legislation that came to a final vote on
February 4, 1875, was severely weakened by amendments,
but Lynch was among the majority supporting the bill.

Lynch returned home to a crisis in Mississippi in the
spring of 1875. Democrats sought to seize power by
implementing their Mississippi Plan, which involved using
economic coercion and violence to exclude black voters
and Republican politicians at the state level. Governor
Ames asked for federal troops to keep the peace but was
rebuffed by the administration of President Ulysses S.
Grant. Beginning his campaign for re-election, Lynch was
doubtful he would retain his seat in the face of formidable
Democratic opposition. Though he was supported by
loyal members of his party, many white Republicans
who had supported him in 1872 became Democrats
in 1874.° Facing Democratic candidate Roderick Seal,
Lynch traveled throughout his district, despite the threat
of being physically attacked by white supremacists.” In a
violent, confused campaign, he narrowly defended his seat,
taking 13,746 votes (51 percent).'" Lynch was the only
Republican in the Mississippi House delegation to survive
a Democratic sweep in the polls. Retaining his assignment
on the Committee on Mines and Mining, Lynch took his
seat in the 44th Congress (1875-1877).

Although a record eight African-American Members
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(including Senator Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi) took
the oath of office in December 1875, the Democratic
Party controlled the House for the first time since before
the Civil War."? Lynch spent the remainder of his second
term defending Congressional Reconstruction in the
South. Throughout 1876, he attacked the violent practices
of White Leaguers and pleaded for political parties in the
South to cease dividing along racial lines. He called the
White League “an organization which has been brought
into existence by the bad men of the Democratic Party for
the purpose of securing position by the power of the bullet
and not by the power of the ballot.”” Lynch’s pleas fell on
deaf ears approaching the 1876 election. Traveling home
to Mississippi to seek re-election, Lynch faced a hostile
campaign against Democrat James R. Chalmers, a former
Confederate general and cavalry commander. Having
restored a majority in the state legislature, Democrats
reconfigured Lynch’s district to their advantage. His new
district, called the “shoestring district” because it narrowly
hugged the Mississippi River, was the only Republican-
dominated district. The new boundaries squeezed the
majority of the state’s GOP voters into one district, almost
guaranteeing a Democratic Mississippi delegation.'
Having secured the Republican nomination without
opposition, Lynch made his trademark canvass of the new
district. Although he was able to prevent violent riots,
which were common in other parts of the state, his stump
speeches were often interrupted by jeers and groans from
the crowd. Lynch characterized this activity as “harmless”
compared with the “riot and bloodshed which had been
contemplated.””> Chalmers defeated Lynch, taking 15,788
votes. Lynch garnered only 12,386 votes (44 percent) and
contested the election.'® The Committee on Elections,
dominated by Democrats, who controlled the House,
refused to hear his case.

After leaving Congress, Lynch remained active in
the Mississippi Republican Party, working with Senator
Bruce to maintain party unity in the face of dwindling
federal support. However, in 1880, Lynch’s interest in
national politics was renewed when his former House



colleague James Garfield of Ohio ran for President on
the Republican ticket. Seeking a seat in the “shoestring
district,” Lynch gained the support of his old allies and,
with the blessing and support of Senator Bruce, barely won
the nomination in a four-way race."” Riding the statewide
strength of the Democratic Party, Chalmers defeated
Lynch with 63 percent of the vote, garnering 9,172 votes
to Lynch’s 5,393." Lynch contested the election. When
his case came before the Committee on Elections on April
27, 1882, Lynch argued that in five counties, more than
5,000 of his votes had been counted for Chalmers. He
further asserted that several thousand Republican ballots
had been thrown out after a secret hearing because of
technicalities such as a clerical failure to send a list of
names with the returns and the presence of unusual marks
on the ballots."”” Lynch’s strongest arguments were based
on Chalmers’s remarks that Lynch’s votes had been thrown
out and that he (Chalmers) was “in favor of using every
means short of violence to preserve [for] intelligent white
people of Mississippi supreme control of political affairs.”*’
The committee ruled in Lynch’s favor, and on April 29,
1882, the House voted 125 to 83 to seat him; 62 Members
abstained. He received positions on the Committee on
Education and Labor and the Committee on the Militia.
The legislative agenda of the 47th Congress
(1881-1883), unlike Reconstruction-Era Congresses,
focused on internal improvements and tariff legislation
instead of on conditions in the South and freed slaves.
Arriving late in the first session, Lynch concentrated on
economic legislation favoring his Mississippi constituents;
he requested funds to reimburse an orphanage in Natchez
that was damaged in the Civil War, sought appropriations
to improve the shoreline of the Mississippi River, and
split the state into two judicial districts. On a national
level, Lynch submitted legislation to reimburse depositors
who lost money when the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust
Company failed. His colleagues on the Education and
Labor Committee reported favorably on the bill, but
it died in the House Rules Committee. He also sought
appropriations for a National Board of Health, citing
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devastation from the 1878 yellow fever epidemic that
swept through the South. Based on personal experience,
Lynch also appealed to the House to revise the statute
limiting reimbursement for losses incurred contesting an
election, believing a $2,000 cap would deter all but the
wealthy candidates.

Lynch faced Democrat Henry S. Van Eaton, a local
judge, for re-election in 1882. A skilled debater aided
by the Natchez newspapers” harsh treatment of Lynch
during the campaign, Van Eaton defeated Lynch 7,615
votes (53 percent) to 6,706. John Lynch made two more
unsuccessful bids for Congress. In 1884, Van Eaton
defeated Lynch with 60 percent of the vote. Lynch later
lost to Democrat Thomas Stockdale in 1886, polling less
than a third of the vote.”!

After his congressional career, Lynch returned to
Mississippi to oversee his real estate, but remained active
in politics. He served as a Mississippi member of the
Republican National Committee from 1884 to 1889.

In 1884, he was a delegate to the Republican National
Convention. Lynch served as a temporary chairman

and was accorded the honor of delivering a keynote
address, making him the only African American to deliver
a keynote address at a national political convention

until 1968.* He returned to the Republican National
Convention in 1900 to serve on the committee on
platform and resolutions. On December 18, 1884, Lynch
married Ella Wickham Somerville, a Creole mulatto
woman from a prominent southern family. The couple
had one daughter (her name is not known). Lynch was
admitted to the Mississippi bar and opened a Washington,
DG, law office in 1897, practicing for one year. In 1897,
the William McKinley administration appointed him a
major in the U.S. Army and paymaster of volunteers in the
Spanish—American War. After divorcing his wife in 1900,
Lynch spent three years in Cuba. His orders subsequently
took him to San Francisco, Hawaii, and the Philippines.
Lynch retired as a major in 1911. Upon his return, he
married Cora Williamson, and the couple moved to
Chicago, where Lynch practiced law.
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In reaction to negative literature on the Reconstruction
Era, Lynch published 7he Facts of Reconstruction in 1913.
In 1917 and 1918, he published two articles in the Journal
of Negro History challenging historian James Rhodes’s
attack on Republican governments during the postwar
era. The articles were published in 1922 in the book Some
Historical Errors of James Ford Rhodes. During the 1930s,
Lynch began writing his autobiography, Reminiscences of an
Active Life, which was published in 1970. He was editing
the manuscript when he died at age 92 on November 2,

1939, in Chicago.
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FOR FURTHER READING

Franklin, John Hope. “John Roy Lynch: Republican
Stalwart from Mississippi,” in Howard Rabinowitz, ed.,
Southern Black Leaders of the Reconstruction Era (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1982).

“Lynch, John Roy,” Biographical Directory of the United
States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.congress.gov/
scripts/biodisplay. pl?index=1.000533.

Lynch, John Roy. 7he Facts of Reconstruction (New York:
Arno Press, reprint 1968).

. The Late Election in Mississippi (Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1877).

. Reminiscences of an Active Life, edited and with
an introduction by John Hope Franklin (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1970).

. Some Historical Errors of James Ford Rhodes (Boston:
The Cornhill Publishing Co., 1922).

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS

Duke University, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special
Collections Library (Durham, NC) Papers: In the George
Gifford Papers, 1860-1920, 546 items. Subjects include
John Roy Lynch.

Library of Congress, Manuscript Division (Washington,
DC) Microfilm: In the Robert H. Terrell Papers, ca.
1870-1925, four microfilm reels. Correspondents include
John R. Lynch. A finding aid is available in the library.
Microfilm: In the Carter G. Woodson Collection of Negro
Papers and Related Documents, ca. 1803-1936, 10
microfilm reels. Subjects include John Roy Lynch.

Mississippi Department of Archives and History
(Jackson, MS) Papers: 1873—-1877, four items. The
papers of John Roy Lynch include a manuscript of his
autobiography, a photograph, and three letters.



The Morgan Library, Department of Literary and
Historical Manuscripts (New York, NY) Papers: 1873, one
item. A letter from Adelbert Ames to George H. Williams,
Attorney General, written on April 16, 1873. In the letter,
Adelbert Ames recommends John Roy Lynch as U.S.
Marshal for the Southern District of Mississippi.

NOTES

1

9

Congressional Record, House, 44th Cong., 2nd sess. (12 August
1876): 5540-5543.

Lynch became Davis’s slave in a roundabout way. Having purchased
his family just before his death in April 1849, Patrick Lynch
willed them to family friend, William Deal, requesting that

they be treated as free people. Deal ignored the request and sold
the Lynches to Davis in Natchez, Mississippi. Davis, who also
purchased Tacony Plantation, learned of the family’s misfortune
and allowed Catherine Lynch to hire out her time while looking
after his Mississippi home. See John Roy Lynch, Reminiscences of
an Active Life: The Autobiography of John Roy Lynch, edited with
an introduction by John Hope Franklin (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970): 23.

Maurine Christopher, Black Americans in Congress (New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1976): 56.

Kenneth Martis, The Historical Atlas of Political Parties in the
United States Congress: 1789—1989 (New York: Macmillan, 1989):
126-127; Stanley B. Parsons et al., United States Congressional
Districts, 1843—1883 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986):
184-185.

Michael J. Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997

(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1998): 224.

Lynch remains the youngest African American to date to serve

in Congress. Though the 43rd Congress did not convene until
December 1, 1873 (after John Lynch’s 26th birthday), Lynch’s term
of service officially commenced on March 3, 1873 (while Lynch
was still 25). Harold Ford, Jr. of Tennessee was also 26 when he was
elected and sworn in to Congress on January 3, 1997.

John Hope Franklin, “John Roy Lynch: Republican Stalwart from
Mississippi,” Howard Rabinowitz ed., Southern Black Leaders of the
Reconstruction Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1982): 46.

Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong., 2nd sess. (3 February
1875): 943-947.

Franklin, “John Roy Lynch: Republican Stalwart From Mississippi”: 46.

10 Ibid., 47.
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11
12

13

14
15
16
17
18
19
20

21
22

Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997: 234.

Office of the Clerk, “Party Divisions,” available at http://clerk.
house.gov/art_history/house_history/partyDiv.heml.

Congressional Record, House, 44th Cong,., Ist sess. (15 June 1876):
3824-3825.

Franklin, “John Roy Lynch: Republican Stalwart from Mississippi”: 47.
Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life: 185-186.

Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997: 238.

Lynch, Reminiscences of an Active Life: 217-219, 223.

Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997: 252.
Christopher, Black Americans in Congress: 63.

Congressional Record, House, 47th Cong,., 1st sess. (27 April 1882):
3376-3394.

Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997: 259, 267, 274.

Mississippi Senator Blanche K. Bruce was the first African American
to preside over a national political convention (at the 1880
Republican Convention); see Thura Mack, “John Roy Lynch,” in
Jessie Carney Smith, ed., Notable Black American Men (Farmington
Hills, MI: Gale Research, Inc., 1999): 145.
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Alonzo Jacob Ransier
1834-1852

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1873-1875
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

outh Carolina’s first black lieutenant governor, Alonzo

Ransier had a reputation for fighting corruption that
helped him win election to the 43rd Congress (1873—
1875). An observer on the House Floor described him as
“a man of great courage and sagacity,” concluding, “Mr.
Ransier’s political career has been a varied and powerful
one, and his strong, tough, active brain makes him an
effective and worthy worker in the House.”

Alonzo Jacob Ransier was born to free parents—likely
Haitian immigrants of mulatto French background—on
January 3, 1834, in Charleston, South Carolina.” As a
free black child, he received a limited education before
beginning work as a shipping clerk at age 16. Free African
Americans were prohibited by state law from holding jobs
other than those involving manual labor, and his employer
was brought to trial; however, the law generally often went
unenforced, and, in Ransier’s case, the judge levied a fine
of only one cent plus court costs.?

Ransier’s prewar freedom provided him the financial
security and prominence to establish himself quickly in
postwar South Carolina politics. In 1865, the military
governor of the Carolinas, General Daniel Sickles,
appointed Ransier as register of elections. In October
1865, Ransier participated in a Charleston meeting of
the Friends of Equal Rights and was part of a delegation
charged with presenting a petition to the U.S. Congress.*
Ransier’s political star rose in 1868. In January, he served
as a delegate from Charleston to the South Carolina
constitutional convention. The following October, he
took over the post of Republican state central committee
chairman after Benjamin E Randolph was assassinated by
the Ku Klux Klan.’ The following November, he served
as a South Carolina elector for President Ulysses S. Grant
and was elected to the state house of representatives where
he served one term.
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Although he was not a dominant personality in South
Carolina politics, Ransier became a well-recognized and
popular leader in Charleston. In 1870, he reached what is
widely considered the apex of his political career when he
defeated ex-Confederate General M. C. Butler to become
South Carolina’s first black lieutenant governor, under
Governor Robert K. Scott.® His position afforded him
an opportunity to preside over the state senate as well
as the Southern States Convention in Columbia in 1871.
Ransier’s tenure in South Carolina’s executive government
was remarkable for his honesty in a notoriously
corrupt administration.”

In August 1872, Representative Robert De Large
declined the renomination for his coastal South Carolina
seat in the U.S. House of Representatives, citing poor
health. Local Republicans selected Ransier to represent the
district, whose population was 70 percent black.® Ransier
defeated Independent Republican candidate General
William Gurney with 20,061 votes (75 percent) in the
general election.’

When he was sworn in to the 43rd Congress Ransier
received De Large’s assignment to the Committee on
Manufactures.'” His earnest but conventional attempts to
look after the interests of his coastal Carolina constituents
in the House were typically ignored. He introduced
measures to erect a public building in Beaufort, South
Carolina, and to rebuild the war-damaged west wing of
the Citadel Academy in Charleston. Ransier also requested
$100,000 to improve Charleston Harbor. However, none
of these bills passed.

Representative Ransier broke from his understated
legislative style to speak passionately on several occasions in
1874 during debate on the Civil Rights Bill. On February
7, Ransier delivered a speech, which was later published
and distributed, asserting that African Americans’

IMAGE cOURTESY OF LIBRARY OF CONGRESS



FORMER MEMBERS | 1880-1887 % 107



resistance to punishing ex-Confederates demonstrated a
desire for racial harmony and praising the black soldiers
who fought for the Union in the Civil War. He stressed
freedmen’s overwhelming loyalty to the Republican

Party, stating that such fidelity should be rewarded by

the passage of the Civil Rights Bill. Ransier also focused
on the portion of the bill calling for equal educational
opportunities, discussing the advantages of integrated
education, and citing mixed-race programs at Oberlin
College and at Wilberforce, Harvard, and Yale Universities.
Ransier believed equal rights and opportunities in
education would allow talented black men to achieve

a respectable position in their communities, ultimately
curbing discrimination. “Let the doors of the public
school house be thrown open to us alike,” he declared,

“if you mean to give these people equal rights at all, or to
protect them in the exercise of the rights and privileges
attaching to all free men and citizens of our country.”"!
For Ransier, the legislation rose above party politics. He
pleaded with opponents not to defeat the bill to spite
corrupt Republican state governments: “Because some
officials in [the South] have abused the public confidence
and prostituted their office should violence be done to

a great principle of justice and . . . a race denied therein
equal rights in a government like ours? It cannot be. Let
justice be done though the heavens fall.”'> When the Civil
Rights Bill came to a vote in February 1875, the education
clause had been eliminated. Ransier was so disappointed,
he declined to vote."

Upon returning to South Carolina in 1874, Ransier was
outspoken about his disenchantment with the corruption
in scalawag Governor Franklin Moses’s administration.
The governor’s crimes were infamous. Having paid off
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some of his personal debt with public funds and sold
executive pardons to prisoners, Moses resisted arrest by
calling the South Carolina militia to defend him. His
well-paid allies in the state legislature saved him from
impeachment, and Moses carefully placed his friends in
key patronage positions to maintain his political control.™*
Ransier aligned himself with a faction in the South
Carolina Republican Party calling for statewide reform.
Ransier’s insubordination cost him the renomination for
his congressional seat at the district convention. He lost
the bid to Charles W. Buttz (whom Ransier accused of
buying the nomination for $4,000). Despite his break
with local Republicans, Ransier supported the party ticket
in November. Buttz lost the election to Independent
Republican Edmund Mackey, who also opposed the Moses
administration, but the seat was declared vacant in July
1876 when Buttz contested the election.”

Soon after Ransier left Congress, his wife, Louisa Ann
Carroll Ransier, died giving birth to their 11th child,
whom Ransier named Charles Sumner Ransier for the late
Massachusetts Senator.'® Alonzo Ransier married Mary
Louisa McKinlay in 1876. In an effort to provide for his
large family, he secured an appointment as U.S. Internal
Revenue Service collector in Charleston, despite his
abhorrence of corruption and hence, political patronage.
He later appealed to Governor Daniel Chamberlain for
a position in the South Carolina state government when
his tenure as a tax collector came to an end."” Ransier
did not receive a nomination, but worked instead as a
night watchman in a customs house and as a municipal
street sweeper. Lapsing into poverty by 1880, he lived in
a crowded Charleston boarding house. Ransier died in
obscurity on August 17, 1882, at age 48."



FOR FURTHER READING

“Ransier, Alonzo Jacob,” Biographical Directory of the
United States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.
congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=R000060.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION

College of Charleston, Avery Research Center for
African-American History & Culture (Charleston, SC).
Papers: In the Lillian Ransier Wright Papers, 1945-1995,
0.25 linear feet. The papers contain information on
Reconstruction Era African-American politicians,
specifically Alonzo Jacob Ransier.

NOTES

1 Marie La Baron, “Colored Congressmen: How the Enfranchised
Race Is Represented in Washington,” 12 April 1874, St. Louis Daily
Globe: 3.

2 The names of Ransier’s parents are not known. It also is not known
whether Ransier had any siblings.

3 William C. Hine, “Ransier, Alonzo Jacob,” American National
Biography 18 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999): 151-152
(hereinafter referred to as ANB); see also Stephen Middleton,
ed., Black Congressmen During Reconstruction: A Documentary
Sourcebook (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002): 297.

4 There is no record of the petition in the House Journal or the

Congressional Globe for the 39th Congress.

5  For more information, see Daniel W. Hamilton, “Randolph,
Benjamin Franklin,” ANB 18: 120-121.
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Thomas Holt, “Ransier, Alonzo Jacob,” Dictionary of American
Negro Biography (New York: Norton, 1982): 511-512. Hine calls
the early 1870s the “pinnacle” of Ransier’s political career; see Hine,
“Ransier, Alonzo Jacob,” AINB.

Maurine Christopher, Black Americans in Congress (New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1976): 101.

Stanley B. Parsons et al., United States Congressional Districts,
18431883 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986): 212-213.

Michael J. Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company Inc., Publishers, 1998):
226.

As Ransier’s election as lieutenant governor is considered the
pinnacle of his political career, there are no detailed accounts of his
first bid for the U.S. House of Representatives.

Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong,., Ist sess. (7 February
1874): 1314.

Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong., 1st sess. (9 June
1874): 4786.

Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong., 2nd sess. (4 February
1875): 1011.

Christine Doyle, “Moses, Franklin J., Jr.,” ANB 15: 971-972.

Chester H. Rowell, A Historical and Legal Digest of All the Contested
Election Cases (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office,
1901): 320-321.

The names of Ransier’s 10 other children are not known.
Quoted in Hine, “Ransier, Alonzo Jacob,” ANB 18.
Ibid.
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James Thomas Rapier
1837-1853

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1873-1875
REPUBLICAN FROM ALABAMA

freeborn Alabamian educated in Canada, James
Thomas Rapier fended off death threats from the Ku

Klux Klan, rose to the top of the state Republican Party,
and won a seat in the 43rd Congress (1873—1875). Rapier
was one of seven black Representatives who fought for
the passage of the major Civil Rights Bill of 1875. “Mr.
Speaker,” he declared on the House Floor, “nothing short
of a complete acknowledgement of my manhood will
satisfy me.”!

James Thomas Rapier was born in Florence, Alabama,
on November 13, 1837, to John H. and Susan Rapier.
He had three older brothers: Richard, John, Jr., and
Henry. The Rapiers were wealthy and well established in
Florence. John Rapier, Sr., was a freed slave who had a
lucrative business as a barber for 40 years.” Susan Rapier
was a freeborn mulatto from Baltimore, Maryland, who
died in 1841 during childbirth.’ Five-year-old James
Rapier and his brother, John, Jr., went to live with their
paternal grandmother, Sally Thomas. Supported by his
grandmother’s work as a cleaning woman, James Rapier
attended a secret school for black children from 1854
to 1856 but also spent a great deal of time drinking and
gambling on riverboats.* Disappointed with his son’s
behavior, in 1856 John Rapier, Sr., sent him to live
with another family member in the experimental black
community of Buxton, Ontario, Canada. While living in
Buxton, which was inhabited entirely by fugitive slaves,
Rapier experienced a religious conversion and decided
to devote his life to helping his race. He later attended a
normal school in Toronto, earning a teaching certificate
in 1863, and returned to Buxton as an instructor.> After
following the events of the Civil War from Canada, Rapier
returned to Nashville in late 1864. There he worked briefly
as a reporter for a northern newspaper. With his father’s
help, he purchased 200 acres of land in Maury County,
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Tennessee, and, over time, became a successful cotton
planter. A self-described loner, he never married.®

The end of the Civil War provided Rapier opportunities
in politics. His first political experience was a keynote
address at the Tennessee Negro Suffrage Convention
in Nashville in 1865. His father’s illness and his
own disillusionment with the restoration of former
Confederates to power in the state government prompted
Rapier’s return to Florence, where he rented 550 acres
along the Tennessee River. His continued success as a
planter allowed him to hire black tenant farmers. He
also financed sharecroppers with low-interest loans. In
March 1867, when freedmen could vote in Alabama, he
called a local meeting to elect a black registrar. His father,
John Rapier, Sr., won the election, and James Rapier
was unanimously chosen to represent the county at the
Alabama Republican convention. James Rapier served as
the convention’s vice chairman and directed the platform
committee. Although he sought equality among the races,
Rapier emerged as a moderate politician. He did not ignore
the fears of white Alabamians, and, consequently, opposed
the total disfranchisement of former Confederates and
the redistribution of seized land. Rapier recognized that a
political alliance between Republican whites and blacks—
though fragile—was necessary for the party’s success in
Alabama.” In October 1867, he served as a delegate to the
Alabama constitutional convention, where he advanced the
Republican platform as the only black man representing
his district.

Rapier traveled to Washington, DC, in 1869 to attend
the founding convention of the National Negro Labor
Union (NNLU). The union organized to protect black
laborers, to help sharecroppers, and to improve educational
and economic opportunities for freedmen. The NNLU
chose Rapier as its vice president in 1870. He opened

IMAGE COURTESY OF MOORLAND—SPINGARN RESEARCH CENTER, HOWARD UNIVERSITY
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an Alabama branch in 1871, serving as president and
executive chairman, and attended three more national
conferences throughout his career. Rapier’s increased
name recognition allowed him to secure the Republican
nomination for secretary of state in 1870. The first black
man to run for statewide office in Alabama, he lost the
position primarily because white Republicans remained
uneasy about a black candidate.® Rapier was appointed as
a federal internal revenue assessor with the assistance of
black Alabama Representative Benjamin Turner.” By the
early 1870s, Rapier was one of the most powerful black
politicians in the state.

In August 1872, Alabama Republican Party leaders
determined it would be nearly impossible to persuade
native-born white Alabamians to vote for an African
American in the upcoming congressional elections."
Although constituents from a district representing the
state’s southeastern corner did not favor carpetbaggers,
incumbent Charles Buckley, originally from New
York, maintained a strong base among conservatives.
Furthermore, Buckley represented a district in which
freedmen were a minority, making up 44 percent of the
population.'" Defying party leaders, Rapier sought the
district’s Republican nomination. He used his recently
founded newspaper, the Montgomery Republican State
Sentinel (the state’s first black-owned and -operated news
source), to crusade for the Republican Party, freedmen’s
rights, and the re-election of President Ulysses S. Grant
over Liberal Republican Horace Greeley.'? Rapier hoped
his newspaper would improve communication between
the races in Alabama and campaigned on the promise that
he would represent equally voters in his district, regardless
of their race.” At a late-summer convention, Rapier easily
gained the Republican nomination, receiving 25 delegate
votes to Buckley’s five.'

In the general election, Rapier faced Democrat and
Liberal Republican candidate William C. Oates, an
ex-Confederate with a debilitating war wound. Rapier
tirelessly traversed the district, speaking in 36 towns in as
many days. He espoused his equal rights platform before

112 % BLACK AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

* JAMES THOMAS RAPIER %

the crowds and promised to support national legislation
providing land for tenant farmers."> Congressionally
enacted federal enforcement acts (the Ku Klux Klan bills)
temporarily quelled Klan violence, making for a peaceful
election.'® Rapier defeated Oates with 19,397 votes (55
percent), becoming Alabama’s second black Representative
in Congress."” Heading to Washington, Rapier exuded
confidence, declaring, “No man in the state wields more
influence than 1.8 Before the 43rd Congress convened

in late 1873, he traveled to Vienna, Austria, as Alabama’s
commissioner to the Fifth International Exposition. Rapier
noted that once he stepped onto foreign soil, “distinctions
on account of my color ceased.””

In the 43rd Congress, Rapier soon earned a reputation
as a prudent and diplomatic legislator. Though a forceful
and outstanding orator, he rarely embellished his speeches
with rhetorical flourishes. An observer in the gallery noted,
“Mr. Rapier is an insatiable reader, which does not make
him, fortunately, less original in expression of his own
ideas. . . . He is a plain, forcible speaker.”* Rapier’s first act
as a Representative, on January 5, 1874, was to introduce
legislation designating Montgomery, Alabama, a federal
customs collection site. The passage of the measure, which
would boost the city’s economy, was considered Rapier’s
greatest legislative achievement, and President Grant signed
the bill into law on June 20, 1874. Rapier’s subsequent
attempts to gain federal funding for improvement projects
in Alabama were less successful, and he became involved
in economic debates that usually divided along sectional
lines. Rapier voted in favor of railroad regulation and called
for increased currency circulation, promoting economic
conditions favorable to the agrarian south and west. These
debates signaled a significant split between southern and
northern Republicans that proved damaging in future
national elections.”!

Rapier’s experience as a teacher and a labor organizer
earned him a position on the Committee on Education
and Labor, but he focused his first term on advancing
the controversial Civil Rights Bill. Rapier hosted strategy
meetings in his Washington home in an attempt to pass



the longstanding bill, which sought equal accommodations
on public transportation and in lodging as well as

equal education for blacks and whites. On June 9,

1874, Rapier spoke on the House Floor in favor of the
bill, largely recounting his personal experiences with
discrimination.”” Deeply disappointed with the eviscerated
final measure that came before the House at the end of

the 43rd Congtess, Rapier, along with the other Alabama
Republicans, voted nevertheless in its favor. The measure
passed 162 to 99.%

The Civil Rights Bill had not yet come to a vote in July
1874 when Rapier returned to Alabama in anticipation of
a close re-election contest. Divisions among southeastern
Alabama Republicans were his greatest obstacle. Earlier
that year, two factions split over the case of a federal judge
credited with enforcing laws against the Ku Klux Klan.
Rapier refused to take sides, yet most of his supporters
allied themselves with the judge. Meanwhile, emboldened
by state and federal ambivalence, the Klan attained new
power in Alabama. As the election approached, one
conservative Democratic newspaper said, “We will accept
no result but that of blood.”* White Alabama Democrats
then proceeded to launch a campaign of economic
coercion: Major business owners refused to hire black
men or anyone who swore allegiance to the Republican
Party.” Rapier approached the mounting opposition by
running an aggressive campaign. He attempted to assuage
white fears about the Civil Rights Bill by maintaining that
the legislation did not require integrated schools or social
equality but merely gave blacks equal opportunity and
funding.”® He traversed the state in a fashion reminiscent
of his 1872 campaign, though threats from the Ku Klux
Klan often disrupted his itinerary.” Rapier’s pleas to
federal authorities to ensure a peaceful election, including
a personal telegram to U.S. Attorney General George H.
Williams, went unanswered.? In the chaos that ensued,
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more than 100 people were killed and scores of black
voters stayed away from the polls.”” With the freedmen’s
vote eliminated, Conservative Democrats swept the
elections, taking two-thirds of the state offices. Attorney
and former Confederate Army Major Jeremiah Williams
edged out Rapier, taking 20,180 votes (51 percent) to
Rapier’s 19,124. Rapier contested the election, without
success, in the new Democratic House.**

In 1876, Rapier moved to Lowndes County near
Montgomery to run for a congressional seat for the only
remaining district with a black majority (65 percent) after
gerrymandering by the Democratic state legislature.’’
Rapier defeated incumbent black Representative
Jeremiah Haralson in the primary election, and Haralson
subsequently ran in the general election as an Independent.
While both Rapier and Haralson advocated civil rights,
voter protection, and increased leadership roles for
freedmen, their personalities were drastically different:
Haralson was outspoken, brash, and rhetorical, whereas
Rapier was prudent and polished.’® The two men split the
black vote—Haralson won 8,675 votes (34 percent) and
Rapier won 7,236 (28 percent)—handing the election to
white Democrat Charles Shelley, who emerged with 9,655
votes (38 percent).”

For his service, the Republican Party rewarded Rapier
with an appointment as a collector for the Internal
Revenue Service in July 1878. That same year, Rapier
transformed the Republican Sentinel into the Haynesville
Times and began a call for black emigration to the West—a
movement he supported financially and by testifying
before a Senate committee. In 1882 and 1883, Rapier
fended off attempts by political enemies to remove him
from his post as a collector, but failing health forced him
to resign. He was appointed a disbursing officer for a
federal building in Montgomery just before he died of
pulmonary tuberculosis on May 31, 1883.
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FOR FURTHER READING

Feldman, Eugene Pieter Romayn. Black Power in Old
Alabama: The Life and Stirring Times of James 1. Rapier,
Afro-American Congressman from Alabama, 18391883
(Chicago: Museum of African American History, 1968).

“Rapier, James Thomas,” Biographical Directory of the
United States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.
congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=R000064.

Schweninger, Loren. “James T. Rapier of Alabama and the
Noble Cause of Reconstruction,” in Howard Rabinowitz,
ed., Southern Black Leaders of the Reconstruction Era
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1982).

. James T. Rapier and Reconstruction (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978).
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MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS

Alabama Department of Archives and History
(Montgomery, AL) Papers: In the Eugene Feldman Papers,
18561978, 0.66 cubic feet. The papers collected by
Eugene Feldman consist of photocopied letters written

to the U.S. Department of the Treasury in 1882 in an
unsuccessful effort to prevent James T. Rapier’s dismissal
as an U.S. Revenue Tax Collector in the 2nd District of
Alabama. Most of the original letters appear to be in the
National Archives in Washington, DC. There is a small
collection of letters (photocopies), circa 1856-1857,

from James T. Rapier to his brother, John H. Rapier. The
papers also contain drafts of an article by Eugene Feldman
about James T. Rapier as well as the notes that he took for
the article.

Howard University (Washington, DC), Moorland—
Spingarn Research Center. Papers: In the Rapier Family
Papers, 18361883, two linear feet. Correspondents
include James Thomas Rapier.
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4782-4785.

Loren Schweninger, James T Rapier and Reconstruction (Chicago:

‘The University of Chicago Press, 1978): 16-18.

Following his wife’s death, John Rapier had a relationship with a
local slave named Lucretia. Forbidden by law to marry, the couple
had five children, who lived in bondage because of their mother’s
status. The names of these children are not known.
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Blanche Kelso Bruce
1841-1898

UNITED STATES SENATOR % 1875-1881
REPUBLICAN FROM MISSISSIPPI

slave who became a successful plantation owner,

Blanche Kelso Bruce was the second African
American to serve in the United States Senate and the
first to be elected to a full term. Though Bruce focused on
protecting the rights of freedmen and other minorities,
his life of social privilege in the nation’s capital insulated
him from the deprivations suffered by many of his black
constituents. Bruce moved among elite circles of wealthy
white politicians, including his close friends Senator
Roscoe Conkling of New York and Senator Lucius Q. C.
Lamar of Mississippi. “Mr. Bruce’s conduct in the senate
has been such as not to alienate himself from the Southern
people,” noted Lamar, who had drafted the Mississippi
ordinance of secession, served as a Confederate diplomat,
and returned to the U.S. Congress as an unabashed
opponent of Reconstruction. “[Bruce] has not joined in the
abusive warfare on the South that many of his Republican
colleagues in the Senate Chamber have constantly
pursued,” Lamar added. “He is an intelligent man, and the
best representative of his race in public life.”’

Blanche Bruce was born near Farmville, Virginia, on
March 1, 1841. His mother, Polly Bruce, was a slave, and
his father, Pettus Perkinson, was his mother’s owner and
the son-in-law of her deceased former owner, Lemuel
Bruce. Bruce’s first name was originally “Branch,” but he
changed it to “Blanche” as a teenager. For unexplained
reasons, he later adopted the middle name “Kelso.” One
of 11 children, Blanche Bruce was a personal servant to
his half brother William Perkinson.’> Even though he was
a slave, Bruce was accorded a status nearly equal to the
Perkinson children’s. Described by contemporaries as an
eager learner, he studied with William’s private tutor. But
despite such benign treatment, Bruce escaped to Kansas
during the Civil War and attempted to enlist in the
Union Army. His application was refused, and he settled
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in Lawrence to teach school. Returning to Hannibal,
Missouri, near the war’s end, he organized the state’s first
school for black children in 1864. Though he planned to
attend Ohio’s Oberlin College to study for his divinity
degree, he could not afford the tuition.* He spent the
remainder of the 1860s working as a steamboat porter out
of St. Louis on the Mississippi River, moving to Mississippi
in 1869 to find more-lucrative opportunities.

Upon his arrival in Mississippi, Blanche Bruce witnessed
a stump speech by Republican gubernatorial candidate
James Alcorn, which inspired him to enter politics.” On an
1870 trip to Jackson, the young, articulate Bruce caught
the eye of white Republicans. That same year, the district
military commander, General Adelbert Ames, appointed
Bruce registrar of voters in Tallahatchie County. When
the first postwar Mississippi legislature met in late 1870,
Bruce, who was large and imposing, was elected sergeant at
arms. In 1871, he was elected to the joint office of sheriff
and tax collector of Bolivar County. The following year, the
Republican state board of education appointed him county
superintendent of education. In a singular achievement,
Bruce turned the Bolivar County school system into one
of the best in the state, creating a segregated but equally
funded system that boasted the support of both blacks and
whites.® Bruce’s wealth also increased. He invested in land,
becoming a successful planter by the late 1870s. In 1872,
he was named to the board of levee commissioners for a
district containing three counties. The commissioners were
empowered to raise revenue and build embankments in the
Mississippi Delta region.

By the mid-1870s, Blanche K. Bruce was among the
best-recognized politicians in the state.” However, he faced
a difficult decision when the state Republican Party split
into two factions. A moderate, primarily white faction,
led by then-Senator Alcorn, began ignoring African
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Americans’ demands for civil rights. Then Alcorn’s political
rival Governor Ames adopted a more radical stance,
abandoning efforts to reach out to conservative whites.
Although Bruce disagreed with the Radical Republicans,
because he believed that political stability required biracial
cooperation, he allied himself nonetheless with the Ames
faction so as to support his fellow blacks. Governor Ames
offered Bruce the position of lieutenant governor in 1873,
but Bruce refused, eyeing the governor’s vacant seat in the
U.S. Senate.® In January 1874, the state legislature met
to nominate a U.S. Senator to fill Ames’s unexpired term,
and to select someone for a full six-year term beginning in
the 44th Congress (1875-1877). Unlike Senator Hiram
Revels before him, Bruce was selected to serve the full
term primarily by black Republican colleagues, taking
52 of the 84 votes in the second ballot over Republican
carpetbaggers, Representative George McKee and U.S.
District Attorney G. Wiley Wells. The full legislature
elected Bruce nearly unanimously on February 4, 1874.°

When Bruce arrived in the U.S. Senate Chamber on
March 5, 1875, precedent called for his state’s senior
Senator to escort him to the podium, but Senator Alcorn
snubbed the junior Senator because of Bruce’s alliance
with Governor Ames. Bruce walked up the aisle alone
until Republican Senator Roscoe Conkling of New York
offered to escort him. Thereafter Bruce had a powerful
ally in Conkling, who coached him in Senate procedures
and procured him assignments on influential committees,
such as the Education and Labor, Manufactures, and
Pensions committees.

Bruce remained quiet during the special session of
the Senate, and concerned white Republicans feared he
would shirk his responsibility to Mississippi by deferring
to the Radical Republican leadership; black political
leaders doubted Bruce would stand up for freedmen,
who faced terrible violence from white supremacists
implementing the Mississippi Plan.'® Bruce may have
been following the time-honored tradition that a freshman
remains studious and silent during his first few months
in the Senate Chamber. He later noted that success in
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the Senate required managing diplomacy: “The novelty
of my position [compels me] to cultivate and exhibit
my honorable associates a courtesy that would inspire
reciprocal courtesy.”"!

Bruce finally broke his silence on March 3, 1876, in
defense of southern blacks, petitioning his colleagues
to seat Pinckney B. S. Pinchback, a black Senator-elect
from Louisiana and a personal friend. But Pinchback’s
political opponents questioned his selection by the state
legislature due to corruption charges and despite Bruce’s
pleas, the Senate narrowly rejected Pinchback’s claim to
the seat.'? Bruce followed this speech with a demand for
an inquiry into the violent 1875 Mississippi gubernatorial
election. The Senate passed a bill to investigate the
political conditions in Mississippi during the previous
election; however, the Democratic House did not act on
the legislation."

Bruce’s advocacy for African Americans was most
evident in issues affecting black war veterans. He was
a staunch defender of black servicemen, promoting
integration of the armed forces and fair treatment. On
April 10, 1878, he unsuccessfully attempted to desegregate
the U.S. Army, citing the U.S. Navy as a precedent.'
Two years later, Bruce delivered a speech asking the War
Department to investigate the brutal hazing of black West
Point cadet Johnson C. Whittaker. The following year, he
supported legislation that prevented discrimination against
the heirs to black soldiers’ Civil War pensions."”” He also
submitted a bill in 1879 to distribute money unclaimed by
black Civil War soldiers to five African-American colleges.
As the bill gained publicity, however, more claimants came
forward and depleted the fund. The Senate Committee on
Education and Labor eventually reported against the bill.'¢

Senator Bruce also favored the interests of other ethnic
and racial minorities. During a debate on the Chinese
Exclusion Act, with which he disagreed, Bruce became
the first black Senator to preside over a Senate session,
on February 14, 1879. Bruce also demanded more-
equitable treatment for Native Americans. On April 6,
1880, he railed against federal management of Native



Americans in a Senate Floor speech. “Our Indian policy
and administration seem to me to have been inspired
and controlled by stern selfishness,” Bruce declared.
Admonishing those who placed the goal of territorial
expansion over honoring treaties, he continued, “We have
in the effort to realize a somewhat intangible ideal, to wit,
the preservation of Indian liberty and the administration
and exercise of national authority. . . . The political
system that underlies our Indian policy ... is foreign in
its character; the individuals and the system of laws are
not American.”"’

In April 1879, Bruce was appointed chairman of the
Select Committee to Investigate the Freedmen’s Savings
and Trust Company after its failure in 1874. Comprising
three southern Democrats and three Republicans,
including Bruce, the committee set out to investigate the
more-than 600 pages of testimony and documentation
collected at the bank’s closure to identify employees who
were guilty of fraud and incompetence. The resultant
Senate bill to reimburse former customers did not pass, but
Bruce and his fellow Republicans succeeded in convincing
the federal government to purchase the bank’s former
Washington, DC, headquarters to provide the company
with some capital.'®

As a landowner, Bruce was interested in the financial
health of property owners on the banks of the Mississippi
River. He supported many internal improvements and
financial incentives, including the creation of a Mississippi
Valley railroad and a refund for cotton taxes levied during
the Civil War. In the 45th Congress (1877-1879), he
served as chairman of the Select Committee on the
Mississippi River. In this position, he fought for federal
funding to control flooding and advocated the creation
of a channel and levee system for parts of the river’s
edge. Bruce introduced a measure in 1879 to form the
Mississippi River Improvement Association, a federally
funded organization to control river flooding and protect
waterfront property."’

Bruce’s favor among white conservative voters was
not matched among his black constituents. Despite
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Bruce’s political advocacy, Mississippi blacks questioned
his commitment to the plight of freedmen in collapsing
Reconstruction governments. Bruce’s privileged
background often alienated him from his poorer
constituents.”” He and his wife, Josephine Beall Wilson

of Ohio—the first black teacher in the Cleveland public
schools and the daughter of a prominent mulatto dentist—
whom he married on June 24, 1878, became fixtures in
Washington, DC, high society. As a matter of policy, Bruce
hesitated to support the westward migration of Black
Americans from the South to Kansas and other Plains
states. At the urging of his constituents, he introduced
legislation that would assist destitute black farmers in
Kansas by encouraging the federal government to issue
more western land grants. His bill died in committee;
however, he managed to appropriate the distribution of
duty-free British cotton clothing to impoverished Kansas
communities.”! Yet these efforts were judged lacking by

the black community. Nor did the white establishment
look favorably on Bruce. Despite Bruce’s moderation

and political connections, rising “reform” politicians in
power in Mississippi, who wished to recreate a “lily white”
government, discounted him because of his race. When the
Democratic Mississippi legislature gathered to select a new
Senator in January 1880, Bruce did not even attempt a bid
for a second term. The legislature chose Democrat James
Z. George to succeed him.

After leaving the Senate, Bruce remained active in the
Mississippi and national Republican parties.”> He briefly
served as presiding officer at the 1880 Republican National
Convention in Chicago, where he received eight votes for
the nomination for Vice President. When the convention
returned to Chicago in 1888, Bruce received 11 such vortes.
He also served as superintendent for black achievement
at the World’s Cotton Exposition in New Orleans
from 1884 to 1885 before returning to Washington to
seek presidential patronage positions, his only hope of
sustaining his political career. Though he rejected an offer
to be Minister to Brazil because that country practiced
slavery, Bruce received many endorsements for a post
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in President James Garfield’s Cabinet in 1881. Garfield
ultimately passed him over, but Bruce obtained a prime
position as register of the U.S. Treasury and remained
there until 1885. In 1889, President Benjamin Harrison
appointed him recorder of deeds for the District of
Columbia; however, he left that office in 1893 after
receiving an honorary LL.D. and joining the board of
trustees at Howard University.”® Bruce returned to the
Treasury post in 1897 after being considered for a Cabinet
position in President William McKinley’s administration.
He continued to reside in Washington until he succumbed

to a kidney ailment due to complications from diabetes
on March 17, 1898.%
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Jeremiah Haralson
1846-1910

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1875-1877
REPUBLICAN FROM ALABAMA

dmired by his contemporaries as a natural politician,
Jeremiah Haralson made his reputation in Alabama
politics as a powerful orator and an adroit debater. Black
civil rights advocate Frederick Douglass observed that
Haralson spoke “with humor enough in him to supply
a half dozen circus clowns.” However, a Democratic
majority during his single congressional term tempered
his public wit; he made no speeches on the House Floor.
Haralson’s unsuccessful re-election campaign in 1876
set off a series of difficult and fruitless attempts to regain
his seat in the Jim Crow South, ending a political career
marked by mystery and contradiction.

Jeremiah Haralson was born a slave near Columbus,
Georgia, on April 1, 1846. His early life is not well
documented. He was sold twice as a child before John
Haralson, a lawyer from Selma, Alabama, purchased him
in 1859. After winning his freedom in 1865, Jeremiah
Haralson taught himself to read and write. He made his
living as a farmer and may also have been a clergyman.?
Haralson married Ellen Norwood in 1870 and had one
son, Henry.

Throughout his career, Haralson demonstrated a natural
shrewdness and a gift for politics, yet contemporaries
described him as forceful, “uncompromising, irritating,
and bold.”® Haralson’s party loyalty spanned the political
spectrum throughout his early career. Likely drawn to
politics because of his oratorical talent, he reportedly
became a Democrat in 1867—an unusual move given the
Democratic Party’s affiliation with former Confederates
and slaveholders. Haralson campaigned for Democratic
presidential candidate Horatio Seymour in 1868, claiming
his allegiance to the Democrats stemmed from loyalty
to his former master and from the uncertain future of
the Republican Party in the South, then dominated by

carpetbaggers and former Union soldiers.* However,
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Haralson may have acted as a double agent. By some
accounts, his speeches backing Seymour were insincere,
and he used private conversations afterward to sway
listeners to the Republican ticket.” Despite being too
young to meet the constitutional requirement to serve in
the U.S. House, the ambitious Haralson made his first
unsuccessful bid for Congress at age 22 in 1868.° By
1869, Haralson had formally switched parties. He publicly
allied himself with the Republicans, claiming that the
Democrats had failed to attract the newly enfranchised
freedmen.” However, just one year later he successfully ran
as an Independent for the state house of representatives,
marking the beginning of a trend toward third-party
candidacy, to which he would adhere for his entire political
career. In 1870, Haralson was chosen to preside over the
Republican Party’s district convention, at which Benjamin
S. Turner—the first African American from Alabama to
serve in Congress—was nominated.® By 1872, when he
was elected a Republican member of the Alabama state
senate, Haralson seemed firmly in the GOP camp. After
successfully navigating a civil rights bill through the state
senate, his political power soared. One local newspaper
observed, “He is perhaps feared more than any other
colored man in the legislature in Alabama.™

The Alabama Republican Party was divided along racial
lines throughout the Reconstruction Era, and Haralson
was no friend to white carpetbagger Republicans, who
were wary of his former Democratic ties and believed
he had entered politics strictly for personal gain. White
Republicans in the state senate accused him of accepting
bribes from railroad officials and of stealing bales of
cotton.'” Haralson often played up his pure African-
American heritage in his campaigns. One Alabama
newspaper described him as “black as the ace of spades,”
(most of his African-American opponents were mulatto)."
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He also stoked the racial fears of his black constituents,
noting in 1872 that if Grant were not re-elected, African
Americans would be exterminated in a southern race war.'?
In 1874, Haralson won the Republican nomination in

the district formerly represented by Representative Turner,
which stretched over a swath of western Alabama including
Haralson’s hometown of Selma and a large chunk of central
Alabama “black belt.” The district’s population was about
50 percent black.” Haralson campaigned on a strong

civil rights platform, appealing to the district’s abundant
freedmen. White Republicans and Democrats alike rallied
behind incumbent liberal Republican Frederick Bromberg,
who had taken advantage of a divided black electorate to
defeat Turner and another black candidate two years earlier.
Haralson captured 54 percent of the vote to claim victory
in the general election.'*

Bromberg contested Haralson’s victory. In delivering the
decision of the Committee on Elections on April 18, 1876,
Democratic Chairman John Harris of Virginia informed
his colleagues that their investigation uncovered “frauds as
flagrant and abuses as violent as ever have been committed
in this country upon the elective franchise.”" Harris
flailed the district’s Republicans for controlling voters with
money appropriated for helping freedmen, noting that
more “colored voters were intimidated by their own race
against voting for [Bromberg],” than were hassled by white
supremacists. The committee declared some of Haralson’s
votes invalid, but the black Representative retained a secure
margin over Bromberg. The committee ruled unanimously
to reject Bromberg’s challenge, a decision sustained by the

House.°

Haralson received a single assignment: to the
Committee on Public Expenditures.

Radical Republicans from Haralson’s district frowned
on his friendships with former Confederate President
Jefferson Davis, and southern Democratic Senators Lucius
Q. C. Lamar of Mississippi and John Gordon of Georgia.
Haralson rebuffed Radical Republican scorn by accusing
white members of his own party of conspiring against
African-American voters. “We must drive out these hell

hounds and go in for peace between the two races in the
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South,” he noted in a January 29, 1876, statement.'” As
the contentious 1876 election promised violence in the
South, he broke with the Republican Party by criticizing
the use of federal soldiers to police polls and ensure
orderly voting. Haralson claimed their presence would
hurt the Republican Party, telling a southern Democratic
newspaper “every blue jacket sent to the South makes
Democratic votes.”"® During his term, he introduced
legislation to use the proceeds from the sale of public land
for education, although he favored strict segregation of
the races, particularly in public schools. He also presented
a petition from citizens in Mobile, Alabama, requesting
compensation for the use of a medical college and supplies
by officers of the Freedmen’s Bureau. None of the bills
proposed by Haralson passed.

By 1876, the Alabama state legislature had
gerrymandered Haralson’s district—cutting it nearly
in half—so that it encompassed only the west-central
Alabama “black belt.” The new district had by far the
largest black electorate—65 percent—of any district in the
state. Yet, despite this advantage, Haralson spent nearly
a decade attempting to win back his seat. Former black
Representative James Rapier, who had recently purchased
a plantation in the newly reconfigured district to avoid
running in his former, black-minority district, challenged
Haralson in the 1876 primary. When Rapier won, the
outraged Haralson entered the general election as an
Independent. Haralson and Rapier split the substantial
Republican ticket, emerging with 34 and 28 percent of the
vote, respectively. Democrat Charles M. Shelley—a former
Confederate general, the Selma sheriff, and a stalwart of
the local Democratic Party—won the election with a 38
percent plurality.”® This loss in such a strong Republican
district was a blow to the state Republican Party.?
Haralson determinedly contested the election, claiming
Shelley had unfairly selected the inspectors at the polling
places. As sheriff, Shelley had assigned illiterate black
men as Republican inspectors, putting them at the mercy
of their literate white Democratic counterparts. After
inspectors threw out many of his votes, Haralson argued



that there had been plenty of literate black Republicans
available to work as inspectors. In a letter to the editor of
the Washington Post, he wrote, “Mr. Shelley is no more
entitled to the seat in the Forty-fifth Congress than the
Sultan of Turkey, and is only here by taking advantage of
his own wrong.”*! Haralson submitted his official complaint
to the Committee on Elections on April 16, 1878, but the
committee never reported back on the issue.”

Haralson returned to win the Republican nomination
for his former seat in 1878. The Chicago Daily Tribune, a
newspaper favoring Haralson, noted that racial prejudices
in the district were so extreme, white Democrats
preferred “to see the Devil himself in Congress rather
than Haralson.”” Shelley’s re-election campaign looked
promising after a third candidate, white Independent
Republican Jonathan Henry, entered the race.”* Though
Henry took only 2 percent of the electorate, Haralson
failed to defeat Shelley for a seat in the 46th Congress
(1879-1881); Shelley took 55 percent to Haralson’s 43
percent.” Haralson believed several thousand of his votes
were thrown out for no apparent reason and contested
the election, but the 7ribune reported he could not find a
local judge who would take afhidavits from his witnesses.
When Haralson was finally able to procure a judge, Shelley
supporters jailed his witnesses and attempted to have
Haralson and his lawyer imprisoned under false charges.
Moreover, while traveling between Montgomery and
Selma, Alabama, Haralson was attacked by an armed mob
and ordered to leave the state.” Fearing for his life, he
fled to the District of Columbia.”” Haralson stated his case
in the contested election in a memorial introduced on
the House Floor, to be printed by Republican
Representative J. Warren Keifer of Ohio—a Union
veteran, a member of the Committee on Elections, and
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a future Speaker of the House.” A debate ensued as to
the necessity of making a special request to print the
memorial, since petitions and memorials were routinely
reproduced on the House Floor. Opponents disliked the
special attention the letter was receiving; they feared it
would be printed in the Congressional Record and accessible
to the public.”” The House referred the memorial to the
Committee on Elections, which printed it but never ruled
on Haralson’s claim.*

After six years Haralson revived his campaign for a
central Alabama district. He spent the intervening years in
patronage positions, first as a clerk at Baltimore’s federal
customs house and later as a clerk at the Department
of the Interior. He also worked for the Pension Bureau
in Washington, DC, from 1882 to 1884. Having failed
to receive his party’s nomination in 1884, Haralson ran
once again as an Independent Republican. He came
away with just 683 votes in a four-way contest, even
though the district’s population was 80 percent black.”
Democrat Alexander Davidson easily won the election
with 14,225 votes (64 percent), garnering twice as many
votes as his nearest competitor, Republican George
Craig.* The lopsided results—relative to the number of
registered voters in each party and the racial makeup of
the distric—led Republican newspapers to question the
returns, but there is no record that Haralson officially
contested the election.”

After Haralson’s final bid for Congress, he lived in
Louisiana and Arkansas before returning to Selma,
Alabama, in 1912. Haralson later wandered through
Texas and Oklahoma, finally settling in Colorado, where
he became a coal miner. In 1916, he was killed by a wild
animal while hunting near Denver. No death certificate
was ever filed.*

FORMER MEMBERS | 1870-1887 * 125



FOR FURTHER READING

“Haralson, Jeremiah,” Biographical Directory of the United
States Congress, 1774—Present, http://bioguide.congress.gov/
scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=H000179.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS

Alabama Department of Archives and History
(Montgomery, AL) Papers: In the Reconstruction Era
Political Materials, 1868—1878, 0.33 cubic feet. Authors
include Jeremiah Haralson.

University of Alabama Libraries, W. S. Hoole Special
Collections Library (Tuscaloosa, AL) Papers: 1876, one
item. A letter from Jeremiah Haralson to the United States
Centennial Commission in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
written on April 27, 1876. In the letter, Haralson requests
an invitation for his wife to the opening of the Centennial
International Exhibition of Industry.
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John Adams Hyman
1840-1891

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1875-1877
REPUBLICAN FROM NORTH CAROLINA

While in bondage, John Adams Hyman repeatedly
b

roke laws prohibiting his education so he could
learn to read and write, and as a result, was sold at least
eight times. After his emancipation, Hyman sought
with equal determination to become the first black U.S.
Representative from North Carolina. Though the shy
legislator made no speeches on the House Floor, a letter to
Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, written in 1872,
demonstrated his eloquence. “If [an African American] is
a man,” Hyman declared, “he is entitled to 2/ the rights
and privileges of any other man. There can be no grades
of citizenship under the American flag.”

Born into slavery near Warrenton, North Carolina, on
July 23, 1840, John Adams Hyman is believed to have
been a child of Jesse Hyman, a slave.” Starting in his early
twenties, John Hyman was a janitor for a Warrenton
jeweler. Hyman later noted that he was treated like
“chattel, bought and sold as a brute.” When he gained his
freedom in March 1865, Hyman returned to Warrenton,
where he became a farmer and opened a country store. He
also became a trustee of the first public school in his area.
Hyman married and had two sons and two daughters. The
names of his immediate family members are not known.*

Upon his return, Hyman became active in the
movement to secure political rights for North Carolina
blacks. At age 26, he served on two committees at the
state’s Freedmen’s Convention, including the committee
on invitations, an important panel whose purpose was to
encourage the attendance of influential politicians and
to raise awareness about the convention.” Hyman also
served as a delegate to the March 1867 Republican State
Convention, and as the registrar for northern Warren
County, recruiting emancipated voters. In November 1867,
Hyman was elected to the Warren County delegation
to the North Carolina constitutional convention, which
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met in Raleigh the following January. Hyman was one
of 15 black delegates in the 133-member body. In 1868,
he won election to the state senate where he served for
six years. From this seat, Hyman wrote U.S. Senator
Charles Sumner in support of his Civil Rights Bill.® He
also opposed President Andrew Johnson’s leniency toward
ex-Confederates and strongly advocated requiring states
to ratify the 14th Amendment before being readmitted to
the Union. Hyman voted against impeaching Republican
Governor William Holden in 1872 for ordering the arrest
of Ku Klux Klan members suspected of lynching and
terrorizing the state’s black population. In the senate,
which was divided over how to resuscitate North Carolina’s
postwar economy, Hyman deflected Conservatives’ and
Democrats’ charges that he accepted bribes from railroad
lobbyists. Most members of the penitentiary committee,
on which Hyman served, were caught up in this scandal.”
Hyman’s hometown of Warrenton was in the
northern section of the “Black Second” district, the only
safe Republican district after gerrymandering by the
Democratically controlled North Carolina legislature. The
“Black Second” stretched from Warren County, adjacent to
the Virginia border, and hooked around to coastal Craven
County.? The earliest reliable census, taken in 1880,
showed that the populations of three of the district’s 10
counties were more than two-thirds black. All the counties
in the district had populations that were at least 45 percent
black. In 1872, white Republican Charles R. Thomas, a
pre-Civil War Whig, sought a third congressional term in
the reapportioned district, but newly powerful African-
American politicians in the “Black Second” demanded
that a freedman run for Congress. Hyman challenged
Thomas for the nomination—embittering many white
Republicans and opening racial fissures in the party—but
lost at the May 1872 district convention. However, black
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voters remained loyal to the party of the emancipators, and
Thomas handily defeated his Democratic opponent in the
general election.

Yet Thomas’s term in the 43rd Congress (1873-1875)
was minimally successful and marred by political blunders.
Seven candidates, including Hyman and African-American
state representative James O’Hara, challenged the
weakened incumbent at the 1874 district convention.’ The
early ballots taken at the convention saw the votes split
evenly among the candidates—each county cast one vote
for its favored contender—but after a series of negotiations
among the candidates, Hyman prevailed on the 29th
ballot. Realizing their redistricting efforts had opened the
door for North Carolina’s first black Representative, white
supremacist Democrats frantically sought a viable last-
minute challenger. The success of their candidate, George
W. Blount, depended on the chance that ever-growing
racial divisions in the Republican Party would prevent
white Republicans from voting for Hyman.'* Opposition
newspapers emphasized that Hyman lacked the support of
white Republican leaders, as evidenced by the candidacy
of white Independent Republican Garland White. The
Democratic press also spread the rumor that white
Republicans were bribing Hyman not to run.!! Yet Hyman
emerged victorious, taking 62 percent of the vote.'> Blount
contested Hyman'’s election. His chief complaint was
that the phrase “Republican Congressional Ticket” at the
top of Hyman ballots persuaded many voters who were
barely literate to vote for him."* On August 1, 1876, a
Democratic House unanimously agreed that Hyman was
entitled to the seat.'*

Upon his arrival for the 44th Congress (1875-1877),
Hyman was assigned to the Committee on Manufactures.
For the first time in nearly two decades, the Republicans
found themselves in the minority, and Hyman’s committee
assignment had little significance for his agricultural
district. A quiet man who preferred behind-the-scenes
politics, Hyman made no speeches on the House
Floor. Instead, he submitted private bills and petitions
on behalf of the poor in his district and state.”” He
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sponsored a bill authorizing the Treasury Department

to build a lighthouse at Gull Rock on North Carolina’s
Pamlico Sound and introduced legislation to compensate
constituents for financial losses incurred during the

Civil War. He joined others from the North Carolina
delegation in seeking relief for Cherokee Indians resettled
in the West. A loyal Republican, he cast a noteworthy
“nay” vote against restricting President Ulysses S. Grant
to two terms. (Though a formal term limit for Presidents
did not yet exist, the resolution determined that a chief
executive should step down after two terms based on the
precedent established by President George Washington.)
Hyman was one of only 18 dissenting Members, as many
Republicans defected.'® Hyman attempted to protect his
black constituents by introducing a bill to reimburse the
depositors of the failed Freedmen’s Bank, but it never made
it out of committee.

As racial divisions widened in the state’s Republican
Party, former North Carolina Reconstruction Governor
Curtis Brogden began mustering support to defeat Hyman
for the Republican nomination in the spring of 1876. By
the following July, Brogden’s supporters were so confident
he would be nominated, many did not attend the district
convention, though Brogden himself arrived at the
convention site several days early.'” Brogden’s small but
powerful force convinced some of Hyman’s lieutenants—
white and black—of Brogden’s superiority, and the
former governor won on the ninth and deciding ballot.'®
Deflecting rumors he would run as a third-party candidate,
Hyman threw his support behind his rival. Winning
the general election by a wide margin, Brogden took
his place as the only Republican in the state’s new
congressional delegation."”

Hyman returned to his farm in Warrenton, where he
also ran a grocery and liquor store. He briefly served as a
special deputy internal revenue collector for the Rutherford
B. Hayes administration, but political pressure from the
North Carolina Republican Party kept him from fully
assuming his post.?’ In 1878, he again ran for Congtess,
losing the nomination to James O’Hara. Hyman served



as a steward and Sunday school superintendent for the
Warrenton Colored Methodist Church. As the temperance
movement took hold in North Carolina, he was expelled
from the church on charges of selling alcoholic beverages
and embezzling Sunday school funds. Hyman left
Warrenton, moving to Washington, DC, and later to
Richmond, Virginia. In 1887, he returned to Warrenton
with renewed political ambitions, but he failed to obtain

a congressional nomination in 1888. The winner, black
candidate Henry Cheatham, eventually reclaimed the
“Black Second.” Shortly thereafter, Hyman defected from
the Republican Party after agreeing to encourage blacks to
vote for district Democrats in exchange for minor political
posts.”' Returning north, Hyman worked as a mail clerk’s
assistant in Maryland for 10 years before moving back to
Washington, DC, in 1889, where he took a position in
the Department of Agriculture’s seed dispensary.”” John
Hyman died at home of a stroke on September 14, 1891.
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“Ir[AN AFRICAN AMERICAN] 1S
A MAN,” HYMAN DECLARED,
“HE IS ENTITLED TO .4..L. THE

RIGHTS AND PRIVILEGES OF ANY

OTHER MAN. THERE CAN BE NO

GRADES OF CITIZENSHIP UNDER

THE AMERICAN FLAG.”
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Charles Edmund Nash
1844-1913

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE * 1875-1877
REPUBLICAN FROM LOUISIANA

Ithough Charles E. Nash commanded less national

attention than some of his Louisiana contemporaries,
his status as a wounded war hero vaulted him to the House
of Representatives in the 44th Congress (1875-1877).
Louisiana would not elect another black Representative
until the late 20th century.! In the Democratically
controlled House, Nash encountered great difficulty
gaining even the right to speak before his colleagues on the
House Floor.

Charles Edmund Nash was born to free parents,
Richard and Masie Cecile Nash, in Opelousas, St. Landry
Parish, Louisiana, on May 23, 1844.> Nash attended
common (public) schools before becoming a bricklayer in
New Orleans. He married Martha Ann Wycoft. Following
her death in 1884, he married a French woman, Julia
Lucy Montplaisir, in 1905.% Union troops occupied New
Otrleans early in the Civil War, taking the strategic port
city in 1862. In July 1863, Nash enlisted as a private
in Company A of the 82nd Regiment, United States
Volunteers. He was eventually promoted to sergeant major.
In a battle at Fort Blakely, Alabama, Nash was severely
wounded and lost part of his right leg on April 9, 1865.

Though the injury limited his mobility and affected his
health for the rest of his life, Nash’s reputation as a hero
impressed local Republicans after the war. The Republican
Party was well organized and teaming with able men,
most of them free mulattos who lived in New Orleans.* In
1869, Nash was hired for a federal patronage position as
a night inspector in the New Orleans Custom House. His
combat record made him an attractive candidate for a U.S.
congressional seat in 1874 for the district surrounding
Baton Rouge.

Louisiana Republicans faced a precarious situation after
the state was re-admitted to the Union and federal military
occupation ended. In 1870, black Lieutenant Governor
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Oscar Dunn split from white incumbent Governor Henry
Warmoth at the Republican state convention. With Dunn
seizing black support, both men laid claim to the executive
office. Dueling state legislatures emerged, and the racially
divided Republicans barely held sway over local politics,
depending on support from the administration of President
Ulysses S. Grant to fend off Democratic challengers. It
was during this near-anarchy that Nash was nominated for
a congressional seat.” Only the presence of federal troops
and the support of Louisiana blacks ensured that Nash’s
election to Congress in 1874 was relatively smooth.® He
defeated Democrat Joseph B. Moore by a little more than
1,000 votes, taking 52 percent of the vote and becoming
Louisiana’s first black Representative. His uneventful
election contrasted sharply with that of his predecessor
John Willis Menard, who was elected in 1868 but never
seated, and that of P. B. S. Pinchback—one of Louisiana’s
most prominent black politicians—who ran unsuccessfully
for the U.S. House and Senate two years later.”

Nash joined a record number of eight black
Congressmen—including Mississippi Republican Blanche
K. Bruce in the Senate—in the 44th Congress. Upon his
swearing in, the substantial Democratic majority limited
him to a single assignment: the Committee on Education
and Labor. Nash submitted few pieces of legislation but
was eager to voice his views in the House Chamber for
the public record. However, the Democrats, who
controlled the House Floor, were determined to deny
Nash that opportunity. For example, in late May
1876—following a two-hour speech by Louisiana
Republican Frank Morey—Nash attempted to express his
views on a disputed election in a district just north of his.
Democratic Representative John House of Tennessee cut
off debate before Nash could speak. When Nash protested,
Speaker Michael Kerr of Indiana offered only to print his
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speech in the Congressional Record Appendix. Nash rejected
this offer. The presiding officer ignored Nash’s repeated
request to speak but subsequently permitted New York
Democrat George Beebe to make a lengthy speech on the
same subject.?

On the evening of June 7, Nash finally made a speech
on the House Floor. He chastised the Democratic Party for
undermining the status of freedmen and harassing whites
who supported black civil rights. Nash also emphasized
the importance of supporting public education, noting
the discouraging condition of the common schools in
the South and “the ignorance of the masses.” He then
called for strict enforcement of the 13th, 14th, and 15th
Amendments, warning “a government which cannot
protect its humblest citizens from outrage and injury is
unworthy of the name and ought not to command the
support of a free people.” He ended on an optimistic
note, reaffirming his faith that the United States could
overcome its racial and political divisions. “For we are not
enemies, but brethren,” he declared, “America will not die.
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As the time demands them great men will appear, and by
their combined efforts render liberty and happiness more
secure.”!? It was late at night when Nash finally finished
his speech."

In 1876, Nash lost his seat to Democrat Edward
Robertson, who won with 58 percent of the vote to
Nash’s 42 percent.'? Nash’s campaign was overshadowed
by the presidential electoral crisis: Louisiana and two
other states sent two sets of certified electoral votes to
Washington—one for Republican candidate Rutherford
B. Hayes and the other for Democrat Samuel Tilden. As
House Members discussed the crisis, Nash attempted to
participate but once again was ignored.'> Abandoning
his political career at the close of the 44th Congress,
Nash returned to Louisiana to work as a bricklayer. After
injuries and his age forced him to abandon the trade, he
served briefly as postmaster in St. Landry Parish in 1882.
Nash subsequently made his living as a cigar maker. He
died in New Orleans, on June 21, 1913.
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Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1976): 104. For other accounts,
see Chandra Miller, “Nash, Charles Edmund,” American National
Biography 16 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999): 234-235
(hereinafter referred to as ANB); Stephen Middleton, ed., Black
Congressmen During Reconstruction: A Documentary Sourcebook
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002): 267; and Thomas Holt, “Nash,
Charles Edmund,” Dictionary of American Negro Biography (New
York: Norton, 1982): 471-472.

3 Nash had no children. See Miller, “Nash, Charles Edmund,” ANB.
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Louisiana State University Press, 1974): 299-300.
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First Black Governor, Pinkney Benton Stewart Pinchback (Trenton,
NJ: Africa World Press, 1996); John Willis Menard, Lays in
Summer Lands, ed. by Larry E. Rivers et al. (1879; reprint, Tampa,
FL: University of Tampa Press, 2002).
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3437,

Congressional Record, House, 44th Cong,., Ist sess. (7 June 1876):
3667-3668.
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Christopher, Black Americans in Congress: 107.

Michael J. Dubin et al., U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788—1997
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1998):
238.

Congressional Record, House, 44th Cong,., 2nd sess. (15 December
1876): 236.
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Robert Smalls
1839-1915

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1875-1879; 1882-1883; 18841887
REPUBLICAN FROM SOUTH CAROLINA

An escaped slave and a Civil War hero, Robert Smalls
served five terms in the U.S. House, representing
a South Carolina district described as a “black paradise”
because of its abundant political opportunities for
freedmen.' Overcoming the state Democratic Party’s
repeated attempts to remove that “blemish” from its goal
of white supremacy, Smalls endured violent elections and a
short jail term to achieve internal improvements for coastal
South Carolina and to fight for his black constituents in the
face of growing disfranchisement. “My race needs no special
defense, for the past history of them in this country proves
them to be equal of any people anywhere,” Smalls asserted.
“All they need is an equal chance in the battle of life.”
Robert Smalls was born a slave on April 5, 1839, in
Beaufort, South Carolina. His mother, Lydia Polite, was a
slave who worked as a nanny, and the identity of Robert
Smalls’s father is not known, but Smalls had distinct
mulatto features.> Owned by John McKee, he worked in
his master’s house throughout his youth and, in 1851,
moved to the McKees” Charleston home. Smalls was hired
out on the waterfront as a lamplighter, stevedore foreman,
sail maker, rigger, and sailor, and became an expert
navigator of the South Carolina and Georgia coasts. In
1856, he married Hannah Jones, a slave who worked as a
hotel maid in Charleston. The couple had two daughters:
Elizabeth and Sarah. A third child, Robert, Jr., died of
smallpox as a toddler.* The Smalls lived separately from
their owners, but sent their masters most of their income.’
During the Civil War, the Confederate Army
conscripted Robert Smalls into service aboard the Planter,
an ammunitions transport ship that had once been a
cotton steamer. On May 13, 1862, a black crew captained
by Smalls hijacked the well-stocked ship and turned it over
to the Union Navy. Smalls became a northern celebrity.®
His escape was symbolic of the Union cause, and the
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publication of his name and former enslaved status in
northern propaganda proved demoralizing for the South.”
Smalls spent the remainder of the war balancing his role

as a spokesperson for African Americans with his service

in the Union Armed Forces. Piloting both the Planter,
which was re-outfitted as a troop transport, and later the
ironclad Keokuk, Smalls used his intimate knowledge of the
South Carolina Sea Islands to advance the Union military
campaign in nearly 17 engagements.®

Smalls’s public career began during the war. He joined
free black delegates to the 1864 Republican National
Convention, the first of seven total conventions he
attended as a delegate.” While awaiting repairs to the
Planter, Smalls was removed from an all-white streetcar
in Philadelphia on December 30, 1864. In the following
months, his celebrity allowed him to lead one of the first
mass boycotts of segregated public transportation. A city
law finally permitted integrated streetcars in 1867.'

At the war’s conclusion, Smalls received a commission
as brigadier general of the South Carolina militia. He then
purchased his former owner’s house in Beaufort, but he
was generous to the economically devastated McKees. !
Having received a rudimentary education from private
tutors in Philadelphia during the war, Smalls continued
his studies after settling in Beaufort.”” He embarked on
business ventures, opening a store and a school for black
children in 1867. He also published a newspaper, the
Beaufort Southern Standard, starting in 1872."% Smallss
impressive résumé and his ability to speak the Sea
Island Gullah dialect enhanced his local popularity and
opened doors in South Carolina politics. He joined other
prominent black and white politicians as a delegate to the
1868 South Carolina constitutional convention. Later
that year, Smalls won his first elective office: a term in
the state house of representatives. From 1870 to 1874, he
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served in the state senate, chairing the printing committee.
In 1874, redistricting gave Smalls the opportunity to
run for the U.S. Congress in a southeast South Carolina
district with a majority-black constituency (68 percent
of the population). In Smalls’s hometown of Beaufort,
African Americans outnumbered whites seven to one.'
In an uneventful campaign, Smalls defeated Independent
nominee J. P. M. Epping—a white man who ran on
a “reform” platform opposing the Radical Republican
state government—with nearly 80 percent of the vote.
Smalls received a position on the Agriculture Committee
in his freshman term, a key assignment for his farming
constituency and thus a boost to his efforts to prepare for
the potentially formidable opposition to his re-election.
Despite the Democratic majority, Smalls’s first term
was one of his most active and fruitful. For his coastal
constituents, he obtained appropriations to improve the
Port Royal Harbor that passed with little debate, owing to
a letter from the Secretary of War presented as evidence."
Smalls also sought other internal improvements, including
compensation from the federal government for its use of
Charleston’s military academy, the Citadel, since 1865.
Smalls spoke openly in defense of his race and his party.
In June 1876, he attempted unsuccessfully to add an
antidiscrimination amendment to an army reorganization
bill. His amendment, which would have integrated army
regiments, required that race would no longer affect
soldiers’ placement. The following month, Smalls addressed
a bill to redeploy federal troops in the South to patrol the
Texas—Mexican border. Smalls argued against transferring
federal troops stationed in his home state, warning that
private Red Shirt militias—South Carolina’s version of the
Ku Klux Klan—would make war on the government and
freedmen. Advocates of the troop transfer argued that the
corrupt Republican government in South Carolina brought
on the violence and that it remained a state issue. Smalls
disagreed, noting that the federal presence would help “cut
off that rotten part all round South Carolina so as to let the
core stand. It is those rotten parts which are troubling us.

We are getting along all right ourselves.”"”
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While touring the state with Republican Governor
Daniel Chamberlain during the 1876 campaign, Smalls
attended a rally in Edgefield, South Carolina, where Red
Shirt leader and former Confederate General Matthew
Butler overran the meeting and threatened Smalls’s life.
Though the Republican entourage escaped unharmed, a
sympathetic observer noted the ease with which Butler
and his Red Shirts moved through the town: “Even in
Mexico Gen. Butler’s command could only be regarded
as a revolutionary army, but in South Carolina they
are called ‘reformers.”” Smalls’s opponent, George D.
Tillman, who hailed from a prominent Democratic family,
exacerbated tensions. The New York Times referred to
Tillman as a “Democratic tiger, violent in his treatment
of Republicans, incendiary in his language, and advising
all sorts of illegal measures to restrain Republicans from
voting.” During the campaign, Smalls described Tillman as
“the personification of red-shirt Democracy” and the “arch
enemy of my race.”'® Despite heading the militia to break
up a strike in the middle of the campaign, Smalls escaped
the Democratic tsunami that swept South Carolina local
elections, barely defeating Tillman with 52 percent (19,954
votes)."” Polling places were spared much of the Red
Shirt violence, primarily because Governor Chamberlain
requested federal troops to stand guard.?® Tillman later
contested the military presence, hoping a Democratic
Congress would rule in his favor. Defending himself
in the final session of the 44th Congress, Smalls called
Election Day in South Carolina “a carnival of bloodshed
and violence.”*!

Smalls arrived in Washington for the 45th Congress
(1877-1879) to receive his position on the Committee
on the Militia and face Tillman’s challenge to his election;
however, he was unable to get to work. The following
July, the Democratic South Carolina state government
charged Smalls with accepting a $5,000 bribe while
chairing the printing committee in the state senate. Smalls
arrived in Columbia on October 6, 1877, to face trial.

On November 26, he was convicted and sentenced to
a three-year prison term. Republican newspapers cried



foul, accusing Democrats of targeting the “hero of the
Planter” because of his success as a black Representative.”
After three days in jail, Smalls was released pending his
appeal with the state supreme court. He returned to
Washington to face Tillman’s contested election challenge
before the Democratically controlled Committee on
Elections. Though the committee ruled in Tillman’s favor,
just before the end of the second session on June 20, 1878,
Smalls retained his seat because the whole House never
considered the findings. Though his triumph over Tillman
was a symbolic victory for House Republicans, Smalls’s
preoccupation with his criminal case and the defense of
his seat left him little time to legislate during the short
third session.

Smalls’s chances in the 1878 election were slim. South
Carolina black politicians faced a deadly threat from the
white supremacist-controlled government. Sea Island
observer Laura Towne noted in her diary: “Political
times are simply frightful. Men are shot at, hounded
down, trapped and held til certain meetings are over and
intimidated in every possible way.”* The final blow to
Smalls’s campaign was his unresolved conviction, which
Tillman—who returned as his opponent—used to defeat
him. Though Smalls received a majority of the black votes
in the district, the small number who braved the fierce
intimidation were unable to prevent the Democratic
sweep.? Tillman took 26,409 votes (71 percent) compared
to Smalls’s 10,664 votes (29 percent).”

An 1879 resolution to his criminal case allowed
Smalls to concentrate on returning to politics. Although
the state supreme court rejected his appeal, Democratic
Governor William Simpson pardoned him on April
29, 1879—acting on assurances from the U.S. District
Attorney that charges would be dropped against South
Carolinians accused of violating election laws in 1878.%
Smalls, nevertheless, remained optimistic about Republican
politics in South Carolina. “Robert S. is very cheerful, and
says that the outrageous bulldozing and cheating in this
last election is the best thing that could have happened for
the Republican Party,” observed Laura Towne, “for it has
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been so barefaced and open that it cannot be denied.””

Smalls still controlled the Beaufort Republican Party, and
he remained popular among the town’s substantial black
population. By 1880, Smalls resolved to take back his seat
from Tillman. However, his allegiance to the Republican
Party made it increasingly difficult for Smalls to rally
black voters to his side. Issues that wedded black voters

to the GOP—primarily fears of returning to slavery—
were fading in light of black disenchantment with local
Republican corruption scandals. The state party also was in
chaos, as the South Carolina Republican convention was
unable to nominate a state ticket. Smalls’s attachment to
the disorganized and disgraced state party proved to be the
strongest point of attack for Democratic opponents. Red
Shirt intimidation, which had become routine in recent
elections, complicated matters. **

Smalls failed to defeat Tillman in a violent campaign,
garnering only 15,287 votes, or 40 percent; however, he
contested the election, hoping to capitalize on the slim
Republican majority in the 47th Congress (1881-1883).
His case came before the Committee on Elections on July
18, 1882. Using Edgefield, South Carolina, as a case study,
Smalls won the support of the committee by testifying
that his supporters had been frightened away from the
polls.?”? In an attempt to prevent Smalls from taking the
seat, House Democrats sought to avoid a quorum by
deserting the House Chamber when his case came to a
vote on July 19, 1882. Their plan backfired, however, as
the House seated him, 141 to 1 with 144 abstentions.®
Smalls returned to his appointments on the Agriculture
and Militia committees. While his victory was yet another
blow to southern Democrats, the curtailed term again left
him little time to legislate.

By 1882, South Carolina Democrats had gerry-
mandered the state so that only one district retained any
hope of electing a black candidate. The new district’s
lines demonstrated the legislature’s intent; completely
ignoring county lines, the district contained one-quarter
of the state’s substantial black population (82 percent of
the district’s population was black).>’ Smalls sought the
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nomination but was opposed at the Republican convention
by longtime black politician Samuel Lee and Smalls’s
congressional friend and ally Representative Edmund
Mackey. Smalls deferred to Mackey—a sympathetic
white man whose wife was mulatto—to maintain unity
in the party. However, Mackey died suddenly on January
28, 1884, shortly after defeating Lee—who ran as an
Independent candidate—in the general election. Lee had
taken a federal patronage position in Alabama, leaving
Smalls the best chance at the seat. He won a special
election without opposition and took his oath of office
on March 18, 1884.3? Smalls resumed his position on the
Committee on the Militia and received an appointment
to the Committee on Manufactures.

Smalls continued earlier attempts to secure federal
debt relief for South Carolinians who lost their property
due to nonpayment of wartime taxes, justifying the relief
by pointing to the free services and the welcome federal
soldiers had received in places like Port Royal; however, the
House rejected his proposal.*® Smalls was more successful
with a bill regulating the manufacture and sale of liquor in
the District of Columbia. He offered an amendment that
would guarantee the integration of restaurants and other
eating facilities in the nation’s capital. After parliamentary
debate about the germaneness of the amendment, it was
added to the bill, which passed the House though it died
in the Senate Committee on the District of Columbia.** In
the 1884 election, Smalls’s victory over Democrat William
Elliott was unexpectedly easy. Though both candidates
expected a violent campaign, the election was relatively
quiet, with Sea Island blacks coming out to support their
favorite son. Smalls was appointed to the Committee on
War Claims in the 49th Congress (1885-1887), made up
of a safe Democratic majority. Encouraged by his recent
victory, black state senators nominated Smalls for an open
seat in the U.S. Senate in December 1884. Although he
lost to Democratic Governor Wade Hampton, 31 to 3, his
nomination was a symbolic protest of white supremacy. *°

In his first full term since he was a freshman, Smalls
gave one of the more impassioned speeches of his career,
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asking Congress to approve a $50 per month pension
for Maria Hunter, the widow of General David Hunter.
Hunter was one of the first white Union commanders
to raise African-American regiments in the Civil War
and was known for issuing an order to free slaves in
Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina. But, Hunter was
also controversial for his slash-and-burn strategy during
several Shenandoah Valley campaigns, as well as for his
inattention to defendants’ rights in the trial of conspirators
in President Abraham Lincoln’s assassination. Democrats
argued against permitting the pension. Smalls admonished
his colleagues: “Can it be that there is a secret or sinister
motive either personal or political? . . . Can it be that this
is your revenge for all his patriotic conduct?”* Though the
private bill passed both the House and Senate, President
Grover Cleveland vetoed the measure, claiming the Widow
Hunter’s case was best handled by the Pensions Bureau.
Smalls also steered through the House a bill that allowed
for the redemption of school farmlands outside Beaufort
that had been owned by the federal government since the
Civil War.*” He also submitted a resolution requesting relief
funds after a flood in 1886 destroyed crops and homes
in his district. The House refused to appropriate funds,
despite Smalls’s appeal that the state government would
not furnish relief money until late in the year. Smalls also
failed in a bid to make Port Royal a coaling station for the
U.S. Navy.’®

Smalls faced a challenge from within his own party
for re-election in 1886. African-American rival Henry
Thompson attempted to capitalize on the growing
competition within the black community between dark-
skinned blacks and mulattos. Thompson’s radical position
proved less of a threat for the nomination; however, black
voters divided in the general election, with the “darker
delegation” voting against Smalls.?” The split in the
black vote made Smalls vulnerable to Democratic attack.
“Elections,” Smalls lamented to the Washington Post,
“are all in the hands of Democrats.”# His foe, Democrat
William Elliott, returned to defeat him with 56 percent of
the vote in an election in which black disfranchisement was



routine.*! Smalls contested his loss. Despite more than 800
pages of testimony and support from powerful Republican
Representatives Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts

and Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin, a House weary
of handling the South’s racial problems declined to seat
Smalls, with a vote of 142 to 127 on February 13, 1889.%
Accepting the inevitability of his loss, Smalls had already
stepped aside to allow a younger politician, Thomas Miller,
to run for his seat in 1888.

Smalls remained an active and popular politician,
managing to win the chairmanship of the Republican state
convention in 1890.% Although he was favored for the
post of sheriff in Beaufort County, Smalls made another
bid for the U.S. Senate, but he received only one vote from
the state legislature.* He also attempted to return to the
House in 1892 but lost a four-way race for the Republican
nomination, which Representative George W. Murray

% ROBERT SMALLS *

secured en route to a general election victory. After his

wife Hannah died in 1883, Smalls married Annie Wigg on
April 9, 1890. They had one son, William Robert, in 1892,
before Annie’s death in 1895. Smalls benefited throughout
this period from GOP patronage. In 1889, Republican
President Benjamin Harrison appointed him the collector
at the port of Beaufort. He held the post until Republicans
lost the White House in 1892. Smalls regained the
appointment in 1898 from Republican President William
McKinley. Over time, his duties as collector became more
onerous in the face of racism and segregation in Beaufort.
He was forced to step down in 1913 after the White House
again transferred to a Democrat. Smalls died of natural
causes in his Beaufort home on February 22, 1915.
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James Edward O’'Hara
1844-1905

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1883-1887
REPUBLICAN FROM NORTH CAROLINA

freeborn Irish—West Indian mulatto, James O’Hara

was the only black Member on the first day of the
48th Congress (1883—1885), having succeeded on his
fourth attempt to win a seat representing North Carolina’s
“Black Second” district. A resolute legislator, he worked
to restore the civil rights stripped from African Americans
since the end of Congressional Reconstruction in 1877.
“I for one . . . hold that we are all Americans,” he told his
congressional colleagues. “That no matter whether a man is
black or white he is an American citizen, and that the aegis
of this great Republic should be held over him regardless
of his color.”" Despite O’Hara’s drive to secure a seat in the
House and, subsequently, to pass legislation, congressional
opponents of black civil rights stymied his efforts.

James Edward O’Hara was born February 26, 1844, in
New York City. The illegitimate son of an Irish merchant
and a black West Indian mother, he had light skin and
red highlights in his curly hair.” The historical record first
picks up O’Hara in the company of New York-based
missionaries in Union-occupied eastern North Carolina
in 1862.° Well-educated, he taught primary school to
free black children in New Bern and Goldsboro, North
Carolina.“ In 1864, O’Hara married Ann Marie Harris,
but the couple separated two years later and eventually
divorced. They had one son, born after their divorce.
O’Hara married Elizabeth Eleanor Harris in 1869.° They
also had a son, Raphael. O’Hara studied law at Howard
University in Washington, DC, but there is no record
of his graduation. Admitted to the North Carolina bar
in 1873, he established a private practice in Enfield,
North Carolina.

North Carolina was a bastion of lucrative patronage
positions in the 1870s, and Republican lawmakers
clamored for offices. James O’Hara was quick to recognize
these benefits and became involved in the local party
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machine. He first served as a secretary at the freedmen’s
and Republican Party meetings just after the Civil War,
composing reports for newspapers. At the 1868 North
Carolina constitutional convention, he served as a
delegate and an engrossing clerk. From 1868 to 1869,
O’Hara also served in the state house of representatives.
In 1873, he was elected chairman of the Halifax County
board of commissioners. During his four-year tenure,
O’Hara endured multiple Democratic accusations of
corruption and extravagance—all of which he initially
denied, claiming the charges were politically and racially
motivated. However, when he and several other Republican
commissioners were indicted, O’Hara and a colleague
pleaded no contest and agreed to pay court costs to have
the charges dropped.® O’Hara faced further difficulty in
1876, when he resigned his post as a presidential elector
in the face of threats from local Democrats.”

O’Hara began his long quest for a seat in the U.S.
Congress in 1874 when he made a bid for North Carolina’s
northeastern “Black Second” district seat. Centered in the
cotton-growing portion of the state, the district acquired
its nickname because its population was 58 percent
black, the largest of any part of the state.® O’Hara lost the
Republican nomination to John A. Hyman, who became
the first African American to serve North Carolina in the
U.S. Congress. Nevertheless, O’Hara remained committed
to winning the seat, in part because there were fewer
patronage opportunities in the Democratically controlled
state at the end of Congressional Reconstruction. Political
office remained a viable outlet.

O’Hara made another attempt at the “Black Second”
nomination in 1878. He obtained the party endorsement
over moderate Republican and former Representative
Curtis Brogden, Hyman, and three other candidates.

The fight for the nomination lasted 29 ballots at the
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contentious Republican district convention. In the
general election, O’Hara’s opponents brought up his
past corruption charges and accused him of bigamy, as it
was unclear whether he was divorced from his first wife.
Dissatisfied with his defenses, state Republican leaders
gathered three weeks before Election Day to nominate
white candidate James H. Harris to take O’Hara’s place.
But O’Hara refused to step down and, despite the attacks
and the loss of party support, he won the three-way race
between the two Republican candidates and Democrat
William H. Kitchin, a member of a politically powerful
family in North Carolina. Based on technicalities,
election canvassers subsequently eliminated enough of
O’Hara’s votes in three counties to hand Kitchin the
victory. O’Hara challenged the results, but evidence in
his favor was destroyed when his house suspiciously
burned down. O’Hara failed to persuade either the
North Carolina state supreme court or the Democratic
46th Congress (1879-1881) to unseat Kitchin. He
returned in 1880 to seek the congressional seat but lost a
bitter race for the Republican nomination to carpetbagger
Orlando Hubbs.?

Between congressional bids, O’Hara was active in local
and national politics. By 1881, he had aligned himself
with a statewide anti-Prohibition campaign and was an
architect of a coalition between Liberal Democrats and
North Carolina Republicans in 1882. That same year,
he made his fourth attempt to gain the “Black Second”
seat, bolstered by discontented local black politicians
who believed they were being marginalized within the
party.'” At the state Republican convention, two other
candidates opposed him: incumbent Hubbs and scalawag
Lotte W. Humphrey. Though Democrats accused African-
American voters in the “Black Second” of voting only
for black candidates, voters were divided. None of the
candidates controlled the convention’s first ballot, and all
three engaged in ruthless attack campaigns, promising
patronage to potential supporters. Humphrey eventually
bowed to O’Hara, giving the black candidate the majority
of delegates. An O’Hara delegate called for his nomination
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by voice vote. Though the crowd roared in O’Hara’s favor,
the convention chairman declared Hubbs’s candidacy

and quickly adjourned."" Both sides claimed victory and,
in the following months, Hubbs and O’Hara vigorously
sought each other’s resignation. Shortly before the election,
Hubbs capitulated to pressure from O’Hara forces, who
spoke for the majority-black voters in the district when
they threatened to abandon the state Republican ticket if
their candidate was not on the ballot. Without adequate
Democratic opposition, O’Hara was unopposed in the
general election.'” Reapportionment in 1883 changed the
borders of O’Hara’s district in his favor, increasing the
black population with the addition of Bertie County." In
1884, he was easily re-elected over Democrat Frederick A.
Woodard, taking 59 percent of the total returns and the
most votes ever recorded for an African-American candidate
in the “Black Second” district."

As part of the Republican minority in the House,
O’Hara received appointments to the Mines and Mining
and the Expenditures on Public Buildings committees
when he arrived in Washington for the 48th Congress
(1883-1885) in December 1883. He later traded his Mines
and Mining position for a spot on the Invalid Pensions
Committee in the 49th Congress (1885-1887). O’Hara
was active on the Invalid Pensions Committee. In the first
session, he introduced more than 100 committee reports,
serving as an unofficial subcommittee chairman.” O’Hara
did not take the floor to make long addresses; instead, he
delivered concise speeches and put forth bold legislation,
often fighting for the rights he and other Black Americans
had lost since the end of Reconstruction.'

On January 8, 1884, O’Hara boldly proposed a
constitutional amendment to ensure equal accommodations
for blacks on public transportation. He wanted to reverse
a Supreme Court decision delivered in 1883 declaring the
1875 Civil Rights Bill unconstitutional, but the House
refused to consider the measure.'” The following December,
O’Hara proposed an amendment to regulate interstate
travel and commerce, calling for equal accommodations
for all railroad passengers, regardless of color. Under the



existing law, when a railroad passed into southern states,
first-class black passengers were typically forced to move

to a second-class “Jim Crow car.” O’Hara capitalized on
contemporary arguments favoring federal regulation of
interstate commerce, maintaining that if Congress had
authority over freight passing between states and could set
standards for the treatment of animals, it could regulate
how railroads served their customers. O’Hara’s amendment
passed on the first vote, but Democratic opponents quickly
nullified the measure with another allowing railroads to
classify passengers at their own discretion. The final bill
passed—without O’Hara’s vote—in the 49th Congress
with language so vague, the railroads continued their
discriminatory practices.'®

In the face of repeated rejections of his civil rights
legislation, O’Hara focused on individual instances and
locations of discrimination, but he met similar opposition.
On January 12, 1885, he offered a bill that would require
eating establishments in the nation’s capital to charge
customers without discriminating based on race, or risk
fines up to $100. Referred to the Committee on the
District of Columbia, the bill was never reported back."
He reiterated his request at the opening of the 49th
Congress, but the bill met the same fate.*® On March 17, a
white mob stormed a Carrollton, Mississippi, courthouse
where seven white men were charged with assaulting two
black men. The mob opened fire on all of the black men
present, killing 11 and wounding nine. O’Hara requested
that Speaker John G. Carlisle of Kentucky appoint a five-
member committee to investigate the incident and issue
a report. His original request was rejected before it could
be submitted to the Rules Committee, and a renewed
request submitted the following month was referred to the
committee but never reported.?'

O’Hara used his legislative persistence to help his
constituents, both white and black. Residing in a coastal
district, he sought river and harbor appropriations for
North Carolina in nearly every session of his congressional
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service, stressing funding to improve waterways on which
cotton was shipped to support his district’s cotton-growing
industry. Despite his determination, most of O’'Hara’s
amendments were rejected.”? Recognizing that a great
number of his constituents were working-class laborers,

he opposed the passage of a labor arbitration bill that
allowed a third party to settle disputes between employers
and employees. Though he favored arbitration, O’Hara
wanted to concentrate on organizing unions to defend
labor interests.?

Internal feuds among “Black Second” Republicans
ended O’Hara’s congressional career. Although O’Hara
won 75 percent of the nominating convention’s vote,
his candidacy was weakened by accusations that he was
unable to meet the needs of his constituents, that he
did not distribute available patronage positions to other
black aspirants, and that, as a light-skinned mulatto, he
was not a fair representative for his race.”* Another black
Republican, Israel B. Abbott, opposed O’Hara in the 1886
race as an Independent Republican. Abbott had one term
in the state legislature to his credit and had served as a
delegate to the national Republican convention in 1880,
but his most significant advantage was that he was dark-
skinned—"“a true representative of his race” according to
the Washington Bee—and “a native of the district,” having
escaped to New Bern, North Carolina, after Union forces
took over in 1861.%° Nevertheless, O’Hara won most of
the black vote from loyal Republican freedmen, taking
40 percent to Abbott’s 15 percent. However, Democrat
Furnifold Simmons capitalized on the GOP fissure,
capturing 45 percent of the vote for victory.?® Two years
later, O’Hara again sought a congressional nomination,
but lost to Henry Cheatham, who would reclaim the
“Black Second.” O’Hara returned to his law practice,
partnering with his son, Raphael. He began publishing a
newspaper, the Enfield Progress shortly before his death in
New Bern, North Carolina, on September 15, 1905.
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MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION

University of Chicago Library (Chicago, IL) Special
Collections Research Center. Papers: 1866-1970, 1.5
linear feet. The James E. O’Hara Papers consist of
miscellaneous materials that document the life and career
of one of America’s first black Representatives. There

are several letters from family and from constituents in
North Carolina. In addition, three folders are devoted to
photographs of Representative O’Hara, his wife and son,
and his associates. An important and detailed resource

for the study of the O’Hara family and the social history
of the late-19-century South is the biographical sketch

of Representative O’Hara and his family written by his
granddaughter, Vera Jean O’Hara Rivers, entitled “A
Thespian Must Play His Role.” Finally, the collection
includes some ephemeral material, such as a handbill
announcing the establishment of a Canadian newspaper
for fugitive slaves, an autograph book and “Register of
Documents sent” owned by James E. O’Hara, and a small
20th-century booklet of biographical sketches that includes
a brief description of Representative O’Hara. An inventory
is available in the repository and online.
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“1he Negroes®
1lemporary Farewell”

JIM CROW AND THE EXCLUSION OF AFRICAN
AMERICANS FROM CONGRESS, 1887-1929

On December 5, 1887, for the first time in almost two decades,
Congress convened without an African-American Member. “All the men
who stood up in awkward squads to be sworn in on Monday had white
faces,” noted a correspondent for the Philadelphia Record of the Members
who took the oath of office on the House Floor. “The negro is not only
out of Congress, he is practically out of politics.”" Though three black
men served in the next Congress (51st, 1889-1891), the number of
African Americans serving on Capitol Hill diminished significantly as the
congressional focus on racial equality faded. Only five African Americans
were elected to the House in the next decade: Henry Cheatham and
George White of North Carolina, Thomas Miller and George Murray
of South Carolina, and John M. Langston of Virginia. But despite their
isolation, these men sought to represent the interests of all African
Americans. Like their predecessors, they confronted violent and
contested elections, difficulty procuring desirable committee assignments,
and an inability to pass their legislative initiatives. Moreover, these black
Members faced further impediments in the form of legalized segregation
and disfranchisement, general disinterest in progressive racial legislation,

and the increasing power of southern conservatives in Congress.

John M. Langston took his seat in Congress after contesting the election results in his district. One of the first African
Americans in the nation elected to public office, he was clerk of the Brownhelm (Ohio) Township in 1855.

JoHN MERCER LANGSTON, FrOM THE VIRGINIA PLANTATION TO THE INATIONAL CAPrToL (HARTFORD, CT: AMERICAN

PuBLisHING COMPANY, 1894)







Thomas Rice created the character ‘the
Jim Crow minstrel” in 1828. The actor
was one of the first to don blackface
makeup and perform as a racially
stereotyped character.
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Jim Crow:

The term used to describe the
segregation, social control, and political
and economic subjugation of African
Americans in the South from the late

1800s to the 1960s.

Foreshadowing the struggles of a half-
century later, magazines like Puck

Hlustrated noted the inequities of Jim
Crow transportation as early as 1913.
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In the decade after the 1876 presidential election, the Republican-dominated
Reconstruction governments, which had provided the basis for black political
participation in the South, slowly disintegrated, leaving the rights of black voters and
political aspirants vulnerable to Democratic state governments controlled by former
Confederates and their sympathizers. The electoral crisis of 1876 also revealed fissures
within the GOP, as many party stalwarts focused on commercial issues rather than on
the volatile racial agenda previously pursued by the Republicans. This period marked
the beginning of a “multigenerational deterioration” of the relationship between
black and white Republicans.? By the 1890s, most Black Americans had either been
barred from or abandoned electoral politics in frustration. Advocacy for blacks in
Congress became substantially more difficult.’ After Representative White’s departure
from the House of Representatives in March 1901, no African American served in
the U.S. Congress for nearly three decades. The length and persistence of this exile
from national politics starkly conveyed the sweeping success of the system of racial
segregation imposed upon blacks by law and custom, known widely as “Jim Crow.”

Jmm Crow

During this era African Americans experienced unique suffering and deprivation.
Beginning in the last quarter of the 19th century, blacks—the vast majority of whom
still lived in the South—endured a system of racial segregation that circumscribed their
political, economic, and social status. Distinguished historian of the South C. Vann
Woodward explains that the removal of key “restraints” unleashed widespread, virulent
racist social policies. Eroding northern liberal interest in fostering a biracial society
in the South after 1877, the failure of southern conservatism to check race baiting
politics, and the corresponding capitulation of the southern ruling class to rising
white supremacist radicalism, each played a part in fashioning a uniquely American
racial apartheid.*

Jim Crow, a system of segregation enforced by legal and extralegal means, evolved
over several decades.’ Jim Crow was a popular character in southern minstrel shows—
in which white performers in blackface portrayed African Americans. How the term
Jim Crow came to be associated with segregation is not clear, but it was eventually
used to describe both the formal and the informal manifestations of segregation in the
South. Beginning with Tennessee in 1870, every southern state adopted laws against
interracial marriage. By the 1880s, most public places and many private businesses had
Whites Only and Colored facilities. These included schools, seating areas, drinking
fountains, work spaces, government buildings, train stations, hospitals, restaurants,
hotels, theaters, barbershops, laundries, and even public restrooms.

Virtually all the political advances afforded freedmen during Reconstruction were
rolled back and eradicated during the years after 1890. In the South, the races were
separated even more systematically and rigidly than during slavery. Many blacks were
reduced to a suppressed citizenship that was repeatedly exploited for political and
economic purposes. As C. Vann Woodward writes, Jim Crow laws “did not assign the
subordinate group a fixed status in society. They were constantly pushing the Negro
farther down.”®

PRE-CONGRESSIONAL EXPERIENCE
Though they served in Congress during the onset of Jim Crow laws, the five Black
Americans elected in the late 19th century benefited from educational, economic,
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and social opportunities provided by federal intervention in the Reconstruction-Era
South. All five men were born in the South and hailed from the former Confederacy.
Three were born slaves, but before their 14th birthdays all were freed after the
conclusion of the Civil War in 1865.7 Like their predecessors, most of those elected in
the early Jim Crow Era were of mixed race: Four of the five were mulatto; two were
their masters’ sons. Three of these men hailed primarily from the Upper South, a
region encompassing North Carolina and extending northwest through Virginia and
Maryland. Compared to the more relaxed views on racial miscegenation prevalent in
the Lower South—the region stretching southwest from South Carolina—the Upper
South had adopted the early British North American system of slavery in which
sharp social lines defined the “white” and “black” races. Denied special legal or social
privileges of their counterparts in the Lower South, both mulatto and dark-skinned
men from the Upper South saw greater opportunity for advancement only after the
end of slavery in 1865.%

These late-19th-century Members also received substantially more formal
education than their predecessors. Though their primary and secondary schooling
was sporadic, all five attended college—compared with two of the 17 black men
who served before them.? Their more extensive education allowed Jim Crow-

Era black Representatives prestigious careers. Three men practiced law: John
Langston, Thomas Miller, and George White. Miller received training at Howard
University, but in most rural states, formal legal training was not a requirement
for passing the bar, which often consisted of an oral exam administered by local
judges and lawyers.'” Several law schools rejected Langston in the 1850s. Tutored
by local professionals, he passed an oral exam in 1854 for admission to the Ohio
bar. George White studied law with a local retired judge and former Confederate
officer, William John Clarke, in the late 1870s and later served as a district
solicitor in his home in New Bern, North Carolina.!

Black Representatives in the Jim Crow Era had substantial political résumés
before arriving in Congress. John Langston’s was the most impressive: He became
one of the first blacks in American history to hold elective office when the
Brownhelm (Ohio) Township elected him clerk in 1855 and later served as a U.S.
diplomat in Haiti and Santo Domingo. As political opportunities diminished after
Union troops withdrew from the South in 1877, Black Americans depended on
local connections to secure government jobs doled out by elected officials. George
Murray, for example, obtained a patronage position as a customs inspector in
Charleston Harbor from 1890 to 1893."

SHIFTING REPUBLICAN Focus

Black Members of Congress remained loyal Republicans, but their allies at
home and in Congress were quickly disappearing. Southern politics in the post-
Reconstruction years witnessed the rapid collapse of the states’ Radical Republican
governments, which had drawn from the ranks of newly freed African-American
men. Over time, a cadre of local, state, and national politicians—composed of
many former Confederates and Democrats—replaced the Republican regimes and
they were determined to end the experiment in multiracialism. In the “redeemed”
South, the Democratic Party eventually became synonymous with the codification
and formalization of racial segregation.

Though the Republican Party’s ideological makeup remained complicated in the
late 1880s, two primary factions, dubbed “reformers” and “money men,” emerged.

George W. Murray of South Carolina
patented several farming inventions
before his election to Congress. Patent No.
517,961 was a cultivator and marker to
“open_furrows for the reception of seeds.”
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Harper’s Weekly published “Death at the
polls, and free from federal interference”
in 1879. The cartoon depicted the violence
that characterized elections in the post-
Reconstruction South.

IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY
oF CONGRESS

JIM CROW AND THE EXCLUSION OF AFRICAN AMERICANS FROM CONGRESS, 1887-1929 * 155



In a difficult campaign for the House

in 1888, John M. Langston lost to

his opponent Edward Venable by 641

votes. However, Langston was seated in

the Republican-controlled House after
contesting the election results in his Virginia
district. This sketch depicts Langston taking
the oath of office in the well of the House.
Empty seats in the foreground belong to
Demacrats who left the chamber in protest.

JoHN MERCER LANGSTON, FROM THE
VIRGINIA PLANTATION TO THE INATIONAL
Carrror (HartrORD, CT: AMERICAN
PuBLISHING COMPANY, 1894).
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Reformers clung to the idealistic plans of postwar Radical Republicans to extend
full civil rights to African Americans. Yet they began to lose support in the face of
popular demand to lay the problems of the post—Civil War Reconstruction to rest,
as well as a growing interest in American commercial power—the stance of the
“money men.” Consequently, Congress deprioritized racial legislation.* Control
of the chamber seesawed between unsympathetic Democrats and increasingly
ambivalent Republicans in the 1880s and early 1890s. Though one reformer
implored Republican colleagues to “never surrender the great principles of human
liberty of which [the party] was the born champion,” party leaders sensed little
opportunity in pushing for black voting rights in the South.' One historian explains
that the Republicans “harbored some hope that if race was no longer salient in
southern politics, other issues might rise to the surface and become the catalyst
for a realignment of the parties . . . if the Republican Party in the South was no
longer identified with and supported by black voters, it might have the opportunity
to redefine itself and become accepted as a legitimate political entity.”"® Black
Representatives admonished their party for abandoning the freedmen. “A veritable
set of fools a few of our party leaders have been,” Thomas Miller said on the House
Floor in February 1891. “They will listen to all the cheap sentimentality sounded
under the name of negro domination and business prostration, be swerved from
a plighted duty to a faithful constituency the country over.”'¢

Rapid industrialization brought economic and social changes that displaced race
reform on the political agenda and moved it out of the public eye. Between 1869
and 1899, the population of the United States nearly tripled. Railroads extending
to the Pacific Ocean allowed cheap transportation of goods around the country; the
invention of the telephone in 1876 improved communication; entrepreneurs such
as steel magnate Andrew Carnegie amassed fortunes in manufacturing. In 1890,
for the first time in American history, industrial workers outnumbered farmers."”
Emigration from southern Europe had begun to increase, just as the American




frontier was declared closed. Journalist and historian Frederick Jackson Turner
aptly expressed the belief that the nation was poised at the beginning of a new,
uncertain era. “Movement has been . . . [America’s] dominant fact,” he told
an audience at the American Historical Association, gathered for the 1893 World
Columbian Exhibition in Chicago. “But never again will such gifts of free land
offer themselves. . . . The frontier is gone, and with its going has closed the first
period of American history.”'®

Such tectonic social shifts created cultural uncertainty. Historian Robert Wiebe
describes late-19th-century America as a “distended society.” Industrialization and
expansion swept away the familiar rhythms and guideposts of local community life,
leaving “a society without a core” and widespread “dislocation and bewilderment.”*?
Even long familiar political landmarks were in flux. According to historian
Robert Marcus, the issues of race and sectionalism during the Civil War and
Reconstruction “[stabilized] political loyalties by keeping eyes focused on a past
full of familiar friends and enemies,” and “fulfilled some of the need for order.”
By the 1880s and 1890s, “politicians could only guess at the direction in which
the electorate was moving and wonder if the party system they knew was capable
of containing the new populations, new pressures, and the new demands that all
parts of an increasingly interconnected society made on the political system.”*
The Republican Party recast itself around commercial issues, expressing caution at

“waving the bloody shirt” and finding unprecedented success with its new strategy
by the mid-1890s.”!

ELECTIONS

Disfranchisement

Black constituencies in the South were disappearing faster than the western
frontier. Through a variety of legal mechanisms, from the rewriting of state
constitutions that began in the 1890s to the implementation of a maze of local
and statewide electoral devices that went on the books in earnest between 1889
and 1908—including the poll tax, the grandfather clause, and educational tests—
southern white Democrats effectively shut blacks and opposition parties out of the
political process.”” Poll taxes, which were widely adopted and hugely successful at
excluding blacks, required prospective voters to pay as much as $2 (a considerable
sum for most blacks and whites). Additional registration laws required documents
many voters did not possess and, to complicate matters, registration was sporadic
and often occurred at odd times. Strategies that worked in one state were copied in
others. “Each state became in effect a laboratory for testing one device or another.
Indeed, the cross-fertilization and coordination between the movements to restrict
the suffrage in the Southern states amounted to a public conspiracy.”” One of the
last but most effective devices was the Democratic “white primary” system. By
excluding blacks from the process during which party candidates were chosen and
strategy was set, the Democratic Party became the de facto government in the South.

South Carolina Representatives Thomas Miller and George Murray consistently
protested the “eight box” law, an 1882 state law requiring multiple ballot boxes.
Voters placed their ballots in boxes designated for specific offices. White voters
received instructions for navigating the system, whereas black voters received no
instruction, and their votes were disqualified if they dropped their ballots in the
wrong box. The effect of the law was dramatic: Whereas turnout in southeastern

Bloody Shirt:

A violent event or controversial

political issue used to stir up outrage
or partisan support. Typically

used during the late 19th century,
“wave the bloody shirt” refers to the
Republican Party’s use of the Civil
War as justification for political

revenge on former Confederates.

Grandfather Clause:

A constitutional provision that was
Jfrequently used in southern states,
exempting descendants of men who
voted prior to 1866 from suffrage
restrictions such as literacy tests, poll
taxes, and property requirements. This
clause allowed poor, illiterate southern
whites to vote while disfranchising
blacks, whose slave ancestors had

no voting rights.
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Poll Tax:

A tax required as a qualification for
voting used by some southern states

to circumvent the 15th Amendment.
Many poor African Americans could
not afford to pay the tax and thus were
unable to vote, but poor whites were

exempt from the tax.

An ardent segregationist, Benjamin Tillman
of South Carolina served 23 years in
the U.S. Senate. He once declared, “My

Democracy means white supremacy.”
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South Carolina on Election Day had been close to 20 percent in 1880, the number
of constituents whose votes counted dropped to less than 10 percent in the decade
after the law went into effect for the 1882 election.?* “I declare to you and the
people of America,” George Murray said on the House Floor in 1883, “that no
gambler nor conjurer has ever planned more meaner tricks and schemes to beat his
competitor or victimize his companion than has been used by the sworn officers

of the law to deceive American citizens . . . [and] destroy the effectiveness of their
votes on election day.””> When Murray lost his South Carolina seat encompassing
the Sea Islands and Charleston in 1894, only 4 percent of the district’s eligible
population voted.?

State constitutional conventions—called to rewrite a state’s constitution with
the intention of eviscerating the remaining eligible black vote—proved the final
disfranchising blow in most southern states. To call such a convention required
majorities in both houses of the state legislature. Voters had to approve the proposed
convention and then select delegates to act as their representatives. The process
typically took several years, from the first call for the convention to the ratification
of the new constitution. More of these conventions occurred in the 11 former
Confederate states in the late 19th century than in any other period in U.S. history.”
The first wave of conventions, which took place just after the Civil War, involved a
requirement to rejoin the Union: Under Reconstruction law, former Confederate
states were required to redraft their constitutions to incorporate elements of the
13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments. Throughout the 1870s, a second wave of
constitutional conventions swept southern states to restore former Confederates’
political rights. The third wave, between 1890 and 1910, sought to roll back these
rights for African Americans.?®

One of the most notable constitutional conventions took place in South
Carolina in 1895. Once the crucible of Reconstruction—owing to the state’s large
and politically well-organized black population—Democrats held the majority in
the state legislature in the early 1890s. In addition, Democrat Benjamin Tillman,

a member of one of the most politically prominent families in the state and a
vehement white supremacist, held the governor’s seat, elevated to power by a potent
coalition of white farmers hailing from the western portion of the state.”” “My
Democracy means white supremacy,” Tillman declared. Indeed, disfranchising laws
and reapportionment had severely hampered the black voting population in South
Carolina, which numbered about 31,000 more than the white voting population.®
However, Tillman also had a near-hysterical fear that his political rivals within the
Democratic Party—primarily elite former planters in the state’s coastal regions—
would ally with black voters to defeat him. “If these people want to warm this black
snake into life and join forces with it,” Tillman warned in his characteristically
colorful language, “we are ready to meet them and give them the worst drubbing
they ever had in their lives.”!

Tillman first suggested calling a constitutional convention in 1894, clearly with
the intention of permanently disfranchising the state’s black population. He was
the driving force throughout the convention, controlling the powerful committee
on suffrage. One scholar notes that “in no other state was a single public figure
identified so vividly and indisputably with disfranchisement.”** However, six black
delegates with vast political experience—including former Representatives Robert
Smalls and Thomas Miller—were elected to the convention, primarily via a voter



registration drive before the 1894 election that was spearheaded by Representative
George Murray as part of his effort to win re-election in his coastal South Carolina
congressional seat.* Though severely outnumbered and hampered by rules that
discouraged their participation, the black delegates were eloquent and determinedly
opposed to the proceedings. They drew national attention to South Carolina’s
convention when they submitted their grievances for publication in the New York
World in September 1895.%

The election laws proposed in the new constitution included a residency
requirement for a specific length of time in one county, proof of voter registration
six months before the election, and a literacy test or proof of land ownership worth

more than $300, all of which had to be certified by a white local elections manager.

The new provisions were clearly aimed at the migratory, primarily illiterate, poor In 1889, Representative-clect Henry

black communities of South Carolina. Thomas Miller declared that the election laws Cheatham of North Carolina was the only
“make absolutely certain the placing in operation every form of cheatery and fraud African American sworn in when the 51st
Congress convened. John M. Langston

at the elections that has ever been conceived by the most fertile imagination of any of Vinginia and Thomas Miller of South

man who has been engaged in this class of legislation during the last thirteen years. Carolina joined him afier successfully
I see no hope, absolutely no hope, for us in South Carolina to ever have fair and contesting the elections in their districts.
honest elections as long as the men in control see imaginary evils coming through IMAGE COURTESY OF LIBRARY

the channels of honest elections.”® The black delegates’ outspokenness prompted oF CONGRESS

Tillman to deliver a scathing speech on October 31, 1895, lobbing personal attacks
at them. The convention overwhelmingly (116 to 7) approved the new constitution,
including the disfranchising language. Only two white men joined the five black
delegates who opposed the new constitution.*®

Disfranchisement devices dramatically winnowed the number of voters in
southern states, disproportionately affecting African Americans. In three states
with majority-black populations in the 1880s—Mississippi, South Carolina, and
Louisiana—the total number of votes cast in congressional elections plummeted by
55 to 61 percent between 1890 and 1898. In each of these three states in 1898, at
least one district with between 160,000 and 200,000 residents elected the sitting
white Representative with less than two percent of the voting base.”” Just three years
after Mississippi’s 1890 constitutional convention, which was squarely aimed at
disfranchising blacks, fewer than 9,000 blacks out of a total population of nearly
748,000 were registered to vote (6 percent of men over age 21). In 1896—before the
enactment of Louisiana’s literacy, poll tax, and property qualifications—there were
approximately 130,000 registered black voters in the state, composing the majority
in 26 parishes. Only 5,320 voted in 1900. By 1904, there were little more than
1,300 registered blacks statewide, and they constituted a majority in no parish.*®
Alabama in 1900 counted more than 181,000 black men of voting age. After the
state’s 1901 constitution went into effect, only 3,000 remained registered.*

“Packing” and “Cracking” Black Majority Districts

State legislatures with Democratic majorities also attempted to gerrymander
congressional districts so as to restrict the election of African Americans. In a process
known as “packing,” state legislatures attempted to cluster black and dependably
Republican votes into a single district, leaving the remaining districts safely in
Democratic hands.”* These conglomerate districts often contained populations that
were overwhelmingly black—60 percent or more. When Democrats took power in
the South Carolina legislature in the 1876 election, they packed black votes into

JIM CROW AND THE EXCLUSION OF AFRICAN AMERICANS FROM CONGRESS, 1887-1929 * 159



“Packing” and “Cracking”:
Techniques used to redraw electoral
boundaries to favor one political party
over another. “Packing” clustered voters
within a geographic area to ensure a
biased result. “Cracking” distributed
voters across geographic areas to dilute

their voting strength.

Fusion:

A coalition of political parties or
factions. Historically, the term refers
to a movement in the South and West
during the late 19th century, when
the Populist Party “fused” with the
Republican Party in an attempt to

challenge Democratic Party rule.

a single district. This proved much more difficult with the state’s large African-
American population, and the new district lines wound haphazardly over county
and city boundaries, sometimes leaving “island” pockets of one district enclosed in
another.”’ The residents of a winding, narrow east-central South Carolina district
known as the “shoestring district” elected two black Representatives—Thomas Miller
and George Murray—after the Democrats regained the majority in the

state government.

Another significant delegation of Black Americans came to Congress from a
“packed” North Carolina district known as the “Black Second.” Designed to contain
the state’s large coastal black population, the district elected black men to Congress
from the mid-1870s to the 1890s. Every black North Carolina Representative in
the 19th century—John Hyman, James O’Hara, Henry Cheatham, and George
White—served the “Black Second” district in one of its gerrymandered forms.
Created in 1870, this salamander-shaped district originally stretched from Warren
County, along the northeastern border with Virginia, and hooked around to coastal
Craven County. More than one-fifth of the state’s black population resided in this
district. Republican Governor Tod R. Caldwell described the “Black Second” district
as “extraordinary, inconvenient, and most grotesque.” African-American victories in
the “Black Second” district provoked the Democratic Party to wage extreme white
supremacy campaigns in the late 1880s. By 1892, the state legislature reversed its
policy of consolidating the black vote and “cracked,” or removed, heavily black
localities from the “Black Second” district, scattering its traditional voting base.*?
Representatives Cheatham and White managed to win the district in 1892, 1896,
and 1898, but the reconfigured district required them to capture the ever-dwindling
support of white voters to win election.

Fusion

Though the origins of the 20th-century solid South dominated by the
Democratic Party began to take shape in the late 19th century, the process was slow.
For the last quarter-century after Reconstruction, formidable opposition parties
existed in the South—including Republican, Populist, Independent, Greenback,
and Readjuster challengers. As one historian notes, despite the efforts of white
supremacists allied with Democrats to intimidate blacks and oppositionist whites,
this political period in the South was marked by “transition, uncertainty, and
fluctuation.” In the 1880s, between one-third and one-half of all southern voters
supported opposition parties.*

Black politicians were able to capitalize on this fluctuation and on the rising
popularity of the Populists—a growing national alliance of agricultural advocates.
‘This third party gained traction with poor, white farmers in the South, and a sizable
percentage abandoned the Democrats in favor of the Populists. Republicans willing
to provide economic aid to farmers and local Populists created temporary coalitions,
a practice known as “fusion” and the primary method by which George White
and Henry Cheatham won election in what remained of North Carolina’s “Black
Second” district.*

Black Political Rivalries

The consolidation of black votes into single districts led to increased competition
between black candidates. African Americans had faced one another in past contests,
the most famous being those between Representative Joseph Rainey of South
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Carolina and Samuel Lee throughout the 1870s, between James Rapier and Jeremiah
Haralson after the former moved to the latter’s neighboring Alabama district in
1876, and between James O’Hara and Israel Abbott in the North Carolina “Black
Second” in 1886. However, the number of repeat contests between two candidates
as well as the bitterness of the rivalries intensified with the decrease in the number
of black voters. Moreover, tensions between mulatto and dark-skinned candidates
escalated as a result.”

Such racial tension was especially prevalent in South Carolina’s “shoestring
district” where Robert Smalls, Thomas Miller, and George Murray continually
battled for the Republican nomination throughout the 1890s. Smalls and Miller
were both mulatto. Miller was so fair, he was rumored to be the illegitimate child
of a white couple, adopted by free black parents.® In 1892, Murray surprisingly
won the GOP nomination for the “shoestring district” over the incumbent, Miller.
Murray encouraged the use of the names given the candidates by local newspapers;
the name “Black Bold Eagle” or “Blackbird” (both evoked strength) was linked to
him, in contrast to Miller’s weak “Canary.”¥ Miller returned to challenge Murray
in the 1894 campaign, as did Robert Smalls. Murray described the racial animosity
between the candidates, noting that Smalls and Miller “seem more desirous of
accomplishing my defeat than even [white supremacist Democrat William] Elliott,
[and] are doing everything in their power, foul or fair, to accomplish their work.”
White supremacists enjoyed the rivalry and even supported it. A newspaper
endorsing Tillmanite Democrats teased, “by the time the Canary gets through with
the Blackbird, the latter will be willing to shed its feathers.” The bitter rivalry came
to a head after Murray backed down from contesting South Carolina’s electoral votes
while serving in Congress during the 1896 election—the first one held after the
1895 state constitution severely hampered black voters. Miller labeled Murray “a
heartless traitor” who “cowardly [deserted] them before the battle was on.” Murray
countered Miller’s “malevolent remarks” by calling him a “miserable vampire.”

He also defended his decision not to challenge the results because he did not want
to disrupt GOP candidate William McKinley’s certification as the winner of
the election.”

The political competition between brothers-in-law Henry Cheatham and
George White in the North Carolina “Black Second” district also had a “sharp,
unpleasant character.” Cheatham was refined and quiet and often courted the
district’s white Republicans, whereas White tended to be outspoken, blunt, and
less receptive to his white constituents. After White moved to the district while
Cheatham served in Congress in the mid-1890s, the latter observed that White
intended to “give me trouble purely on personal grounds.” In 1894, both laid claim
to the GOP nomination after the district convention “broke up in a row.” After local
Republican leaders pleaded with the two men to withdraw from the contest so as not
to split the GOP vote, Cheatham asked his brother-in-law to “stop his foolishness.”
A committee of national GOP officials eventually ruled that Cheatham deserved
the nomination, though a North Carolina newspaper endorsed White, noting,
“Cheatham is said to be a man of excellent character; but we need a man of energy
and ability to represent us in Congress.””' Disgusted with GOP bickering over the
two black candidates, the Populists decided to run their own candidate, siphoning
off Republican votes. Democrat Frederick Woodard carried the contest; the GOP
loss was blamed on the “White—Cheatham mess.”>? Woodard’s victory effectively

Populism:

A political philosophy and movement
that emerged in the agrarian West
and South during the late 19th
century. Populists advocated greater
public participation in government
and business to protect individuals
from impersonal bureaucracies and

[financial conglomerates.

In 1890, John M. Langston of Virginia
ran an unsuccessful campaign for re-election

to the 52nd Congress (1891-1893).
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A rare example of a campaign song for
John M. Langston of Virginia, written
by Jesse Lawson and sung to the tune
of “Scatter Seeds of Kindness.”
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sank Cheatham’s political career, though Cheatham eventually supported White’s
candidacy in the late 1890s.

Contested Elections

The number of contested elections in the House increased dramatically in the
late 19th century; the majority originated in the former Confederacy. Several
factors accounted for this exponential increase. The United States was nearly evenly
divided between the two traditional political parties; congressional majorities flip-
flopped five times between 1870 and 1900. One scholar speculates that the partisan
competition and southern disfranchisement directly influenced the increased
number of contested elections, particularly during GOP-controlled Congresses.
When a Republican majority could influence the outcome, the party encouraged its
candidates to contest, viewing contested elections as an “institutional equalizer” for
electing southern GOP Representatives to the House and maintaining a majority.”
As loyal Republicans, African-American candidates enjoyed greater success in
contesting their Democratic opponents’ victories before a GOP-controlled House
during this period. John Langston and Thomas Miller won their seats to the 51st
Congress by contesting their elections. George Murray successfully contested his
opponent’s victory in the 54th Congress (1895-1897).>* However, contesting
elections was time-consuming. Murray spent the entire third session of the 53rd
Congress (1893—1895) preparing to contest his opponent’s election before the
House, leaving him little time to legislate as he gathered and submitted a massive
amount of testimony to prove election fraud; the paperwork was reported to be
nearly a foot thick.”

LEGISLATIVE INTERESTS

African Americans had never been elected to Congress in high enough numbers
to influence legislation, and their increased isolation in the Jim Crow Era further
eroded their ability to reach their legislative goals. They were often denied the
opportunity to speak in the well of the House; their prepared remarks were relegated
to the Congressional Record Appendix, which contained speeches for which no time
was allotted on the House Floor. Yet all five black Representatives from this era
attempted to defend the diminishing rights of their black constituencies, considering
themselves “surrogate” Representatives for the entire U.S. black population.®® The
only African American in Congress from 1897 to 1901, George White elicited
laughter from the House Gallery when he said, “I am easily the leader of one
thing, and that is the black phalanx on this floor. I have no rival and will not be
disturbed in that leadership.”” Black Members’ committee assignments of this
era also reflected their relative lack of power. Henry Cheatham and White served
on the prestigious Agriculture Committee, ranked by one political scientist as the
eighth-most-attractive panel (out of 29) in the House. However, neither achieved
the seniority required to set the committee’s priorities.”® Most of the black Members

served on middle-ranking committees, including four who served on the Education
Committee (ranked 18th).

Monetary, Economic, and Foreign Policy Issues
Black Members were typically relegated to weighing in on the largely commercial
legislation that dominated Congress throughout the late 19th century, adjusting
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their legislative strategies to meet the new GOP focus on economic and foreign
policy issues. The five black Members who served during the 1890s joined in debates
on the coinage of silver and imperialism, typically voting according to sectional or
partisan loyalties. However, they found ways to weave these contemporary issues
into a dialogue about the continuing deterioration of civil rights in the South.
When an economic panic gripped the agrarian United States in the late 1880s,
rural Members of Congress supported the coinage of silver. Circulating silver would
incite inflation and raise commodity prices, creating an economic boon for the
agricultural economy. Joined by western Members—whose states provided much of
the precious metal—rural southern Representatives of both parties also supported
the circulation of silver bullion to weather the boom-and-bust economy. GOP
leaders, centered in the industrial northeast and the Midwest, however, typically
upheld the gold standard (backing currency entirely with gold bullion), to create

a more stable economy. The issue divided Members along sectional, partisan, and
rural-versus-urban lines.”

Representing primarily rural districts, black Members favored the coinage of
silver. Concerned about the failing economy in his North Carolina district, Henry
Cheatham broke from the Republican Party and joined with the entire North
Carolina delegation in supporting the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in 1890. The law
required the federal government to mint 4.5 million ounces of silver bullion each
month in exchange for legal tender. Cheatham was one of only eight Republicans
in the House to defect; the bill failed, 154 to 136.%° In 1892, George Murray
campaigned in support of the free coinage of silver. However, Murray cleverly turned

his defense of silver into a speech advocating civil rights, relating the prejudice

against silver coinage to the prejudice against African Americans. “I sincerely trust
& & pre) & Y In this detail of a print from 1889, Frank

that the lovers of white metal will hereafter have more sympathy,” Murray said, Leslics llustrated dociomented the great

“for human beings . . . suffering and dying under the fell blows of hateful prejudice interest of African Americans in observing

and discrimination.”¢! Congress. Although no official segregation
. . . . laws existed, in practice the visitors

In the 1880s and the 1890s, U.S. officials—influenced by business interests and e mp
] galleries in both the House and Senate

geostrategic arguments advanced by advocates such as Alfred Thayer Mahan—turned were segregated by gender and race.

their focus to acquiring overseas possessions. Industrialists envied the wealth of CorLecTioN of U.S. House

natural resources available in the colonized world. Also, Americans wished to guard OF REPRESENTATIVES

the “New World” from Europeans, following the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, which
stipulated that the United States had compelling reasons to protect the Western
Hemisphere from foreign encroachments. However, the acquisition of Hawaii,
Cuba, and the Philippines in the late 1890s involved the absorption of eight million
residents from these countries, renewing discussions on race. Imperialists’ approaches
to the “white man’s burden” in these new colonies often echoed those of southern
segregationists: They believed the white race was inherently superior to colonized
peoples and sought to limit their political participation.®* It can certainly be argued
that U.S. racial attitudes were projected abroad onto imperialistic adventures of
the era—providing both rhetoric and rationale for empire-building. But efforts to
undertake colonizing projects abroad (and internal perceptions of those efforts) also
strengthened racist views at home, both in the North and the South.®

Serving during the high tide of U.S. colonial acquisitions in the 56th and 57th
Congresses (1897-1901), George White—the lone African American in Congress—
supported U.S. imperialist acquisitiveness. He endorsed the Spanish—American
War and voted to annex Cuba and the Philippines. However, White expressed
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In 1898, a segregated group of soldiers
prepares for deployment to Santiago,
Cuba, to participate in the Spanish—
American War.
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concern about the treatment of colonized populations. He purposely avoided a

vote on the annexation of Hawaii to protest the treatment of Native Hawaiians

and later submitted (unsuccessful) legislation for their protection. He also used
American paternalism toward colonized peoples to garner support for his ultimately
unsuccessful anti-lynching legislation and related the issue of imperialism to
inequities at home: “Recognize your citizens at home, recognize those at your door,
give them the encouragement, give them rights that they are justly entitled to, and
then take hold of the people of Cuba and establish a stable and fixed government
there that wisdom predicated, which justice may dictate,” White told his House
colleagues. “Take hold of the Philippine Islands, take hold of the Hawaiian Islands,
there let the Christian civilization go out and magnify and make happy those poor,
half-civilized people; and then the black man, the white man—yes, all the riff-raff
of the earth that are coming to our shores—will rejoice with you in that we have
done God’s service and done that which will elevate us in the eyes of the world.”*
White’s complex and often contradictory approach to imperialism demonstrated the
difficulty of balancing his plea for black civil rights with imperialist goals.

Federal Elections Bill

When Democratic candidate Grover Cleveland won the presidential campaign
in 1884, the Republican Party lost control of the White House for the first time
since 1860. GOP reformers were quick to blame disfranchisement of black (and
mostly Republican) voters in the South for the devastating electoral loss. Republican
Senators William Chandler of New Hampshire and John Sherman of Ohio—both
staunch reformers with GOP careers predating the Civil War—Ied an attempt to roll
back disfranchisement. Chandler began amassing evidence of election fraud in the
South after the 1884 election, which led one African-American committee witness
to call him “the greatest man in the United States.”® Sherman introduced a bill to
enact federal control over national elections in January 1889; however, the bill had
no chance of passing the 50th Congress (1887-1889). Republicans held a slim, two-
person majority in the Senate and Democrats controlled the House. Nevertheless,
the Senators captured the attention of other Republicans who, pushed and pulled
by the monetary and humanitarian factions of the party, began to realize the political
expedience of reasserting federal election law in the South.

In 1888, Republican presidential candidate Benjamin Harrison added election
reform to his campaign platform. Born in Ohio and hailing from Indiana, Harrison
was a Civil War veteran who had declared in 1876 that the U.S. government had
“an obligation solemn as a covenant with God to save [freedmen] from the dastardly
outrages that their rebel masters are committing upon them in the South.” Dur-
ing his campaign, he refused to “purchase the Presidency by a compact of silence”
regarding black voting rights in the South.® Riding the coattails of Harrison’s vic-
tory, the Republican Party gained a majority in both houses for the first time in eight
years at the start of the 51st Congress. Led by the influential Massachusetts duo of
Representative Henry Cabot Lodge and Senator George Hoar, the GOP made one
last attempt at reinforcing the 15th Amendment and combating disfranchisement
in the South.

George Hoar had been a leading GOP House Member and an ally to abolitionist-
turned-freedmen’s advocate Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts during the
Reconstruction Era. When Senator Chandler fell ill just before the opening
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of the 51st Congress, Hoar drafted a new bill to place national elections under
federal control. Representative Lodge, however, soon convinced Hoar that since

the bill affected only the lower chamber (Senators were not directly elected until
1913) the legislation should originate there. A Boston native of Puritan stock,
Lodge earned one of the first history Ph.D. degrees awarded by Harvard University.
Described as a “self-righteous humanitarian,” he was abrasive and blunt with friends
and enemies alike.”” Unlike Hoar, who died in 1904, Lodge enjoyed a long and
storied career in the Republican Party well into the 20th century. In 1893, he moved
to the Senate, where he remained for more than 30 years, chairing five committees,
serving as chairman of the Republican Conference, and becoming a spokesman for
the party’s foreign policy initiatives.

Lodge submitted the Federal Elections Bill to the House on June 14, 1890.

The legislation was a conglomerate of several measures, including Hoar’s and

those of other House and Senate Members. Exceeding 70 pages, the bill allowed

a small number of constituents in any given precinct to petition a federal judge to
take charge of a national election rather than leaving the process in the hands of
local—and, in the South, usually Democratic—officials. The federal government
also would appoint supervisors to oversee all phases of federal elections, from voter
registration to the certification of the results. The bill reathrmed the President’s
prerogative to send federal troops to monitor violent or chaotic elections. On June
26, Lodge opened the debate to support the bill with what one historian describes
as a “racial sermon.”®® “The first step . . . toward the settlement of the negro problem
and toward the elevation and protection of the race is to take it out of national party
politics,” Lodge asserted. “This can be done in but one way. The United States must
extend to every citizen equal rights.” Addressing southern Representatives’ tendency
to call forth the specter of “negro domination,” he continued, “This bitter appeal to
race supremacy, which is always ringing in our ears, is made a convenient stalking
horse to defraud white men as well as black men their rights. It is an evil which
must be dealt with, and if we fail to deal with it we shall suffer for our failure.”®
Opponents in the South soon labeled the Federal Elections Bill the “Force Bill” and
recalled the chaos caused by federal regulation during the Reconstruction Era. “If
you could only realize as we do how this measure is destined to retard our progress,
destroy confidence, impair development, engender strife, revive bitterness, relegate
us to the dark and deplorable conditions of reconstruction, and produce only evil,”
Representative Samuel Lanham of Texas declared.”

The Federal Elections Bill barely passed the House on July 2, 1890, 155 to 149.
It then languished in the Senate, where the debate over circulating silver bullion
eventually killed it. Western Republicans dismissed the bill, hoping the coinage of
silver—a policy beneficial to their mining states—would come before the Senate
first. When the Senate finally took up the Federal Elections Bill, angry Silver
Republicans joined Democrats in a week-long filibuster that defeated the legislation
in February 1891. Most notably, Nevada Senator William Stewart—a principal
architect of the 15th Amendment and the floor manager during debate on the Ku
Klux Klan bills—joined the filibuster.

In many ways, the GOP reformers’ efforts paralleled those of the Radical Re-
publicans, who steered the 1875 Civil Rights Bill through Congress. Both pieces of
legislation were carefully whittled into the form that was deemed most palatable to
the competing factions of the Republican Party. Both bills were partially blamed for

As a Representative from Massachusetts,
Henry Cabot Lodge authored the
controversial Federal Elections Bill

in 1890. He later served in the Senate as
one of the GOP foreign policy leaders.
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“Lynch Law in Georgia,” a pamphlet
distributed by the Chicago Colored Citizens
group in 1899, presented the findings of
Jjournalist and civil rights advocate Ida B.
Wells-Barnett who investigated the deaths
of 11 men in Georgia.
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and threatened by GOP losses in midterm elections. Much as in the 1874 elections,
the Republican Party was devastated in 1890. In the House, the 17-seat majority

in the 51st Congress gave way to a whopping 152-seat deficit in the 52nd Congress
(1891-1893). Though Senate Republicans maintained their majority, they lost

four seats.

Several other obstacles doomed the passage of the Federal Elections Bill.
Foremost, it landed low on the congressional priority list. Republican leaders in both
chambers saw to it that commercial legislation was dispensed with before taking
up the Lodge Bill. Congress spent half of the first session debating the McKinley
Tariff—which raised duties on imports almost 50 percent to protect domestic
agricultural and industrial products—before taking up the Federal Elections Bill.
Once debate commenced, few Members put a human face on the legislation,
despite ample evidence of black suffering in the South. Lodge was one of the few
supporters of the bill who emphasized African-American rights. In contrast to the
debate on the Civil Rights Bill, which was permeated by talk of “equality” and
“humanity,” debate on the Federal Elections Bill emphasized the need to defend
“republicanism”—abstractly defined as the “right to vote.””!

Finally, in contrast to the firsthand testimony of black Members during the Civil
Rights Bill debate in 1874 and 1875, black Representatives had very little input on
the 1890 Federal Elections Bill. Henry Cheatham, the only black Member serving in
the House while that chamber considered the bill, never gave a speech on the topic.
Thomas Miller and John Langston, who joined Cheatham in the next session after
winning their contested election cases, could only encourage Senate consideration
of the bill. “It does not matter how black we are; it does not matter how ignorant
we are; it does not matter what our race may be,” Langston declared in January
1891. “The question presented here to-day under our amended Constitution . . .
is shall every freeman, shall every American citizen, shall every American elector . . .
be permitted to wield a free ballot?””> Miller noted that southern blacks lacked
necessities whose absence overshadowed their lack of voting rights. “Ah, gentlemen,”
he lamented, “what we need in this land is not so many [political] offices. Offices
are only emblems of what we need and what we ought to have. We need protection

at home in our rights, the chiefest of which is the right to live.””?

Early Congressional Anti-Lynching Campaign

As the lone black Member at the dawn of the 20th century, Representative
George White defended the “right to live” in his campaign for anti-lynching
legislation. Lynching—public execution by hanging or shooting, sometimes
involving torture—was a particularly racially tinged form of violence that had long
been a scourge of American society. Lynch mobs consisted of a handful of vigilantes,
or sometimes hundreds, ranging from criminals and thugs to the leading citizens
and favorite sons of local communities. Occasionally, lynchings were attended by
throngs of onlookers. A disproportionate number of the victims were black men.
Particularly in the South, they were accused of rape and other sexual offenses against
white women (even though the vast majority of victims already under arrest were
not charged with any crime of sexual violence).”* Accurate figures are impossible to
obtain, but from 1882, when reliable statistics first became available, to the early
1930s, approximately 3,400 African Americans were lynched.”



Representative White called for an end to the barbarism of lynching in the South
on January 20, 1900, when he introduced H.R. 6963, the first federal anti-lynching
bill “for the protection of all citizens of the United States against mob violence.””®
A month later, during general debate on American territorial expansion in the
Caribbean and Pacific, White defended his bill on the House Floor. He provided
graphic accounts of lynching atrocities and a stern rebuttal to derogatory comments
made on the House and Senate floors against blacks. White noted that his goal in
seeking to require lynching cases to be tried in federal courts was “that the National
Government may have jurisdiction over this species of crime.” But conditions in
the South were such that they provoked serious questions not only about regional
race relations but also about national and international policy. “Should not a nation
be just to all her citizens, protect them alike in all their rights, on every foot of
her soil,” White asked rhetorically, “in a word, show herself capable of governing
all within her domain before she undertakes to exercise sovereign authority over
those of a foreign land—with foreign notions and habits not at all in harmony
with our American system of government? Or, to be more explicit, should not
charity first begin at home?””” The legislation garnered no support from the William
McKinley administration, stirred little enthusiasm in the House, and was met with
ambivalence by an American public with scant knowledge of the magnitude of the
lynching problem. White’s bill died in the Judiciary Committee at the close of the
56th Congress in 1901.

Reduction

In addition to campaigning for anti-lynching legislation, George White
challenged the House to punish southern states for disfranchising blacks by calling
for a reduction in their congressional delegations. White’s appeal in 1899 that
southern delegations to Congress ought to be limited to “the benefit of the votes
that are allowed to be cast in their representation” initially fell on unsympathetic
ears, despite his declaration, “It is a question that this House must deal with some
time, sooner or later.””® Derived from Section 2 of the 14th Amendment, reduction

Lynching:

Execution without due process of law;

the mob execution, usually by hanging
and often accompanied by torture, of

alleged criminals, especially African

Americans, during the Jim Crow Era.

Anti-lynching advocates connected mob
violence with an acquiescent judicial system
in a 1913 cartoon from Puck Illustrated.
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Census:

An official count of a population, with
various related statistics. The U.S.
Constitution mandates that a census

be taken every 10 years.

Apportionment:

The allocation of congressional seats

in the House of Representatives in
proportion to states popu/atz'om as
tabulated by the U.S. Census Bureau
every 10 years. Although federal

law determines the total number of
Representatives, states determine the size
and boundaries of their congressional
districts based on population changes

revealed in the census.

Disfranchisement:
The act of depriving an eligible
citizen or a portion of the population

of voting rights.

legislation required Congress to penalize states that sought to disqualify eligible
voters by subtracting the number of disfranchised voters from the population count
used to determine the number of seats each state was allotted in the House. At the
high tide of Radical Republican rule in the House, the chamber passed a measure
after the 1870 Census that required Congress to enforce that provision. Section 6
of the Apportionment Act of February 2, 1872, mandated that if any state denied
or abridged the voting rights of eligible male inhabitants over the age of 21, “the
number of Representatives apportioned in this act to such State shall be reduced in
the proportion which the number of male citizens shall have to the whole number
of male citizens twenty-one years of age in such state.””?

The 1900 Census and the resultant reapportionment of U.S. House seats
presented those few inclined to White’s views a chance to resurrect the issue. In
1901, Congress took up its prescribed role of reapportioning House seats based
on the states’ population gains or declines recorded in the census.*® Among several
bills addressing the process, a measure introduced by Edgar Dean Crumpacker of
Indiana received the most attention. The legislation sought to penalize Louisiana,
Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina, which had approved state
constitutions disfranchising blacks. A former appellate judge and a prosecuting
attorney from Valparaiso, Indiana, Crumpacker was first elected as a Republican in
1896 from a northwestern district that encompassed the industrial city of Gary. He
appears to have first raised the issue of reduction in the late 1890s, as a member of
the Select Committee on the Census. In that capacity he introduced H.R. 11982,
requiring the director of the census to collect information on state suffrage laws
relating to voter qualifications and to tabulate for each state the number of males
over the voting age of 21. Armed with this information, Crumpacker hoped to
enforce the reduction clause of the 14th Amendment. The committee reported
the bill favorably to the House on the final day of the 55th Congress (1897-1899)
when it was too late to take action.®' This failed attempt to obtain a House vote on
reduction would be the first of many.

On January 7, 1901, Representative Crumpacker delivered a lengthy floor speech
emphasizing Congress’s obligation to uphold the 14th Amendment. He urged his
colleagues not to let their “coercive power” be “abrogated by passive nullification” of
the Constitution. Opposing southern claims that the 15th Amendment superseded
the 14th, Crumpacker declared both “active and operative” and complementary.
“No state may disfranchise citizens on account of race, color, or previous condition
of servitude, but they may disfranchise on any other account,” Crumpacker said,
taking note of state constitutional provisions for poll taxes and literacy tests. “But,
sir, if they restrict the right of suffrage of male citizens 21 years of age by raising the
age limit, by educational laws, by property qualifications, or by any other method
within their constitutional authority, except for crime, the basis of representation [of
those states in Congress] must be reduced accordingly.” Crumpacker hoped to avoid
a protracted struggle with southern Members over voting statistics. He proposed to
reduce representation based on illiteracy rates for both whites and blacks, assuming
illiterates would fail education tests that accompanied disfranchisement plans.®?
Representative George White praised Crumpacker as an exemplar “who has taken
occasion to stand up in his place as a man, and has said a word in defense” of African
Americans.® The House, which eventually voted to expand its membership, devoted
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considerable attention to Crumpacker’s plan before voting—136 to 94—to table
further consideration.®

The reduction debate flared again in early 1902, after Charles Dick of Ohio
proposed to instruct the House Rules Committee to investigate the relationship
between disfranchising states’ congressional representation and the voting figures
for congressional elections.® Southerners responded venomously. Thomas Spight
of Mississippi, a Confederate veteran turned newspaper publisher, baldly declared
that disfranchisement’s “leading purpose was to eliminate the negro from the
political equation.” He added that the South would prefer to have no congressional
representation if it could avoid a “return again to the state of affairs existing in
the reconstruction period.”® Nevertheless, in a party line vote, the Republican-
dominated House Rules Committee supported the Dick proposal in March 1902.
However, Representative Oscar Underwood of Alabama, who had just spearheaded
his state’s 1901 constitutional convention disfranchising virtually all blacks,
successfully sabotaged the proposed investigation by exploiting a Republican division
regarding a sugar tariff. Insurgent Republicans opposed leadership efforts to strike
the elimination of a tariff differential amendment and thus retain a high tariff. By
joining Midwestern and insurgent Republicans on an economic issue to thwart
corrective federal legislation, Democrats replayed their strategy for subverting the
Federal Elections Bill of 1890. In delivering the Democratic Caucus vote to these
Republicans, Underwood secured their promise to vote down the Rules Committee
investigation after it came to the floor.””

HistoricAL LEGACY

Reduction’s failure was but one symptom of the greater disorder afflicting
southern blacks. In 1901, anticipating his imminent displacement, George White—
the last African American remaining in Congress—retired, a victim of North
Carolina’s disfranchisement schemes. On the eve of his departure from the House,
White lamented, “The mule died long ago and the land grabbers have obtained
the 40 acres.”® Audible in his tone was the frustration that underlay more than 30
years of broken promises made to African Americans. In his farewell speech, White
observed, “This, Mr. Chairman, is perhaps the negroes’ temporary farewell to the
American Congress. But let me say, Phoenix-like he will rise up someday and come
again.”® It would be 28 years before another African American was elected
to Congress.

The legacy of Black Americans in Congress during the 19th century has often
been regarded as a footnote to discussions of their famous contemporaries, such
as Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, and Senator Charles Sumner.
During the early 20th century, Jim Crow-Era scholars disparaged blacks’ role
in Reconstruction, citing black Representatives’s lack of legislative successes.”
Columbia University professor William Dunning introduced this interpretation:
“The negro had no pride of race and no aspiration or ideals save to be like whites,”
he wrote in 1907. One of his contemporaries, Ohio businessman and historian
James Ford Rhodes, asserted that black Representatives “left no mark on the
legislation of their time; none of them, in comparison with their white associates,
attained the least distinction.”!
Former Representative John Lynch of Mississippi helped initiate the refutation
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An 11-term Representative, Leonidas Dyer
of Missouri crusaded against lynching.

In 1918, he introduced HR. 11279, “a
bill to protect citizens of the United States
against lynching in default of protection

by the States.”
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of the Dunning interpretation, noting in 7he Journal of Negro History that black
officeholders, “not only gave satisfaction to the people whom they served, but they
reflected credit upon themselves, their race, their party and the community that was
so fortunate as to have the benefit of their services.” W. E. B. Du Bois, a leading
intellectual and activist, also praised the black Representatives in his classic work,
Black Reconstruction. Writing in 1935, Du Bois reviewed some of their most famous
speeches. “The words of these black men were,” Du Bois concluded, “perhaps, the
last clear, earnest expression of democratic theory of American government
in Congress.””>

The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s forced scholars to re-evaluate
the significance of the black Reconstruction-Era Representatives. Additionally,
unprecedented numbers of African Americans participating in politics during the
1960s and 1970s inspired renewed interest in the lives and careers of their 19th-
century forebears—many of whom were the subjects of extended biographies.”
The fuller historical picture that emerged fundamentally altered the earlier, derisive
interpretations of Reconstruction-Era black Representatives. Modern scholars
observe that early black officeholders were prevented from fulfilling their potential.
Eric Foner describes their political careers as fraught with obstacles, noting that “the
rising presence [of blacks] in office did not always translate into augmented power.”
Carol Swain remarks that “no matter how responsible these pioneers may have been,
the times, the precariousness of their situations, and the attitude of their colleagues
kept them from accomplishing much in the way of substantive representation.” Their
example, Swain adds, “undoubtedly helped—however modestly—to break down
their white colleagues’ notions of black inferiority.””* Another scholar concludes,
“Something magnificent happened between 1870 and 1901,” noting that “the
significance of the African-American congressmen . . . goes beyond the number
of bills they pushed through Congress.” Their courage and perseverance in their
attempts to create a more democratic government form the core of their
collective symbolism.”

A GENERATION LosT

For a long generation, lacking a single black Representative or Senator and
absent direction from a line of ambivalent or hostile Presidents, the parties in
Congress deferred—sometimes scuttled—meaningful civil rights protections and the
consideration of equal educational and economic opportunity. Southern politicians
routinely and loudly invoked the threat of federal intervention in southern race
relations to stir the electorate, but the specter amounted to little more than a
harmless bogeyman. In sharp contrast to the Reconstruction Era, Congress adopted
a hands-off approach to the issue of race in the South during the early decades
of the 20th century, with few exceptions. A handful of dogged reformers such
as Edgar Crumpacker, Leonidas Carstarphen Dyer of Missouri, and George Holden
Tinkham of Massachusetts brought significant measures before the House. But
congressional action consisted more of punitive threats and partisan maneuvering
than of positive reaffirmations of the federal government’s commitment to the 14th
or 15th Amendment.

Also at work were pervasive social theories that assumed the racial superiority
of whites and the inferiority of blacks.”® These ideas were subscribed to not only by
unreconstructed southern spokesmen of white supremacy but also by many of the
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most progressive minds of the era—including those in Congress who theoretically
supported voting rights for southern blacks. “No one questions the superiority

of the white race, but that superiority is grounded in the rugged virtues of justice
and humanity,” Representative Crumpacker told colleagues. In a sense, his plan to
punish states disfranchising black voters was as much about teaching recalcitrant
southern whites a lesson in noblesse 0blige as it was about elevating the status of
southern blacks, whom he described as being “in the childhood of civilization . . .
[in] want of manly virtues.” He continued, “It is surely no credit to American
manhood to bind and shackle a helpless race to avoid the temporary embarrassments
that would attend its proper development.”™”

Congressional ambivalence toward racial legislation derived from the general
disinterest of the American public and many prevalent stereotypes. By the late 19th
century, popular opinion turned apathetic toward black civil rights and supportive
of returning unencumbered self-governance to southerners. For many disaffected
northerners, segregation and disfranchisement seemed viable—even rational—
alternatives to mounting racial violence in the South. Federal inaction mirrored
public complacency. In this social context, congressional inertia and a series of
devastating Supreme Court rulings were “broadly reflective” of an American public
that was not receptive to the concept of a multiracial society.”® As one historian
concludes, the passivity of the federal government on the issue of disfranchisement
enabled and encouraged other southern states to follow the example of Louisiana,
Mississippi, and the Carolinas.”

By the early 20th century, the Supreme Court had essentially eroded the legal
basis for black equality and bolstered states’ efforts to stringently separate the
races.'” Among the high court’s most devastating rulings were Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896), Williams v. Mississippi (1898), and Giles v. Harris (1903).'! In upholding
the constitutionality of an 1890 Louisiana law that required rail companies to
provide “equal but separate accommodations for the white and colored races,” Plessy
sanctioned the system of segregation then crystallizing in the South.'** In Williams,
a black man convicted of murder by an all-white jury appealed the decision based
on the 14th Amendment. The Supreme Court unanimously upheld the jury’s
decision, endorsing the disfranchising laws that prevented black men from serving
on juries.'” Several years later, Giles upheld the grandfather clause, one of the chief
disfranchising methods used at southern constitutional conventions at the turn of
the 20th century.

The decline of African-American civil rights coincided with one of the nation’s
most fervent bursts of social reform. Spanning the 1890s through World War I,
the Progressive Era was a period when a broad and diverse group of social
reformers moving from local to national arenas pushed for the modernization
and democratization of American society.'” Progressives sought to advance public
safety and welfare through professionalization and standardization across the
spectrum of American life. Their efforts included regulating food content and
production, establishing laws for child labor and guidelines for industrial safety, and
implementing conservation, temperance, and even experimental welfare programs.
Progressives also ushered in political reforms, including direct primary elections, the
popular election of U.S. Senators, and women’s suffrage.

Though Progressivism would seem a democratizing force positioned against
segregationists, in fact, the movement often complemented Jim Crow. The
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Founded in 1909, the National Association
Jor the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) became a primary advocacy
group for early civil rights causes. The 1929
annual meeting in Cleveland, pictured
here, included NAACP staff WE.B. Du
Bois, James Weldon Johnson, Walter White,
William Pickens, Arthur Spingarn, Daisy
Lampkin, and Robert Bagnall.
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Progressives’ focus on the necessity for expertise provided an important rationale
for limiting the franchise to voters who were deemed to be qualified.'” Order,
organization, and rational decision-making within a rapidly industrializing,
sometimes chaotic, society lay at the heart of the Progressive impulse and often
trumped democratic reform. “Whenever general anxieties rose across the nation,
followers of the bureaucratic way had to turn for help to one of the several
traditional techniques for achieving tighter cohesion,” observes historian Robert
Weibe. “One of the time-honored devices was exclusion: draw a line around good

society and dismiss the remainder.”!®

Moreover, Progressives” obsession with
scientific method spread “social Darwinism” (sometimes referred to as “scientific
racism” or eugenics), which postulated that Anglo-Saxon social success was rooted
in superior biological and evolutionary traits. The resulting rationalization of white
supremacist thinking via a national political, social, and scientific movement only
emboldened proponents of segregation.'”

African Americans participated as fully as possible in a society that had
marginalized them. As George White once noted in a characteristically upbeat floor
speech, “We are ramifying and stretching out as best we can in all departments of

»108

life, with a view to making ourselves good citizens.”'* These efforts were marked

by significant milestones: the founding of advocacy groups such as the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, African-
American contributions to World War I, and the black intellectual and artistic
flowering of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s. Faced with a repressive system

of segregation in the South, African Americans sought new opportunities outside the
region, as an ever-stronger current of southern blacks moved into northern cities.
This demographic shift and the nascent political activism of northern urban blacks
portended change for the future.

SEGREGATIONIST LEGISLATION AND THE RiSE OF THE NAACP

When, in 1913, Democrats gained control of Congress and the White House for
the first time since the mid-1890s, southern Members of the party were tempted
to expand segregation into areas of federal jurisdiction.'® In the first two Congtresses
of the Woodrow Wilson administration (the 63rd and 64th, 1913-1917), southern
Members introduced bills to segregate the federal civil service, the military, and
public transportation in Washington, DC. Others introduced bills to repeal the 15th
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Amendment. Though Congress enacted none of these measures, the significance
of these proposals lay in the fact that they were entertained at all. Having solidified
absolute control over race issues in the South, southern Members of Congress
were sufficiently emboldened to prod Congress to endorse a nationalized racial
apartheid.'?

Political power brokers in the Capitol and in the Wilson administration
harbored segregationist sympathies even if they were unable to promote them
by imparting the full weight of federal legislative sanction. In 1913, President
Wilson acceded to the wishes of several Cabinet members, who quickly segregated
various executive departments. Soon, dining facilities and restrooms throughout
the federal government were racially segregated, although not uniformly. Wilson
issued no formal executive order, and no laws were enacted, but segregation was
tacitly encouraged and widely practiced.!! Congress, which had the responsibility of
administering the nation’s capital, did much to promote the practice of segregation
in Washington. From 1913 to 1921 and after 1933, southerners largely controlled
the panels that appropriated funds and those that dealt with the administrative
details of city government. In places where Congress could have overturned Jim
Crow practices—in public parks, at Union Station, in theaters, restaurants, and
innumerable other locations—it did nothing. Instead, its record in managing the
District of Columbia was “profoundly segregationist.”!'?

In part, the emergence of African-American public advocacy groups such as
the NAACP—founded by Mary White Ovington and Oswald Garrison Villard,
descendants of prominent abolitionists—counterbalanced efforts to introduce federal
segregation laws.'"? Although its original organizers were largely white, the NAACP
included black intellectuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois, anti-lynching reformer Ida
Wells-Barnett, and women’s rights leader Mary Church Terrell, establishing its
headquarters in New York City under the leadership of Moorefield Storey, a former
president of the American Bar Association. Du Bois soon began publishing 7/e
Crisis, the organization’s journal, which served as an outlet for reformers and literary
contributors and as a tool to inform the American public about issues critical to
African Americans. The NAACP quickly experienced a growth spurt: During World
War I, membership swelled 900 percent to include more than 90,000 individuals in
300 cities and towns nationwide. In the 1910s it began a methodical apprenticeship,
learning to lobby Congress and to organize national public opinion campaigns.

WORLD WAR I AND THE GREAT MIGRATION

Throughout American history, wartime necessity has often opened new political
and social avenues for marginalized groups. This familiar scenario played out after
the United States intervened in the First World War in April 1917. By participating
in the war effort, women suffrage activists made a compelling, and ultimately
successful, case for voting rights: After all, how could America protect democracy
abroad without extending it to half the population at home? Likewise, Black
Americans furthered their claim for racial equality at home by their contributions
on European battlefields and on the home front filling industrial jobs.

Congress passed the Selective Service Act on May 10, 1917, which required
all able-bodied men ages 21 to 31 to register for military duty."'* On registration
day, July 5, 1917, more than 700,000 black men enrolled. By war’s end, nearly 2.3
million had answered the call. In less than two years, more than four million draftees

African-American troops of the 351st Field
Artillery gather on the deck of the U.S.S.
Louisville in February 1919 during their
return voyage home from Europe.
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Great Migration:

The mass movement during the
1910s through the 1950s from the
rural, segregated South to the urban
North and West of African Americans
in pursuit of economic, social, and

political opportunities.

African-American families lined the streets
of New York to celebrate the homecoming
of the 369th Army infantry unit in 1919.
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The federal government made segregation
part of its institutional practice in the early
1900s. Patients at a health dispensary for
government workers were directed to clearly
marked segregated waiting rooms.
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swelled the ranks of the U.S. military. Of these, 367,000 were African Americans
who were drafted principally into the U.S. Army. Segregation in military service
reflected the segregation in civilian life. Blacks were barred from the Marine Corps
and the Army Air Corps, and in the U.S. Navy they were assigned only menial
jobs. African Americans had to fight to establish a black officer training program.'"
On the battlefield, many infantry units in the all-black 92nd U.S. Army Division
distinguished themselves.''®

Arguably the most profound effect of World War I on African Americans was
the acceleration of the multi-decade mass movement of black, southern rural
farm laborers northward and westward in search of higher wages in industrial
jobs and better social and political opportunities. This Great Migration led to
the rapid growth of black urban communities in cities like New York, Chicago,
St. Louis, and Los Angeles.""” While relatively small groups of southern African
Americans migrated after Reconstruction to border states such as Kansas and into
the Appalachians, it was not until the imposition of Jim Crow segregation and
disfranchisement in the South that large numbers of blacks left their homes and
families to search elsewhere for a better life. Still, in 1910, nearly 90 percent
of American blacks lived in the South, four-fifths of them in rural areas.

Emigration from the South gained more traction with the advent of several
important developments, chiefly economic, beginning in the second decade of the
20th century. '*® In the South the depressed cotton market and a series of natural
disasters reduced even the rare independent black landowner to sharecropping or
tenant farming, trapping him in a cycle of indebtedness. Military conscription
and the slackening of European immigration caused massive labor shortages in the
North, just as war production created an insatiable demand for industrial goods.
Labor shortages provided blacks with jobs in the steel, shipbuilding, and automotive
industries as well as in ammunition and meat packing factories.

Many found the promise of economic opportunity irresistible, though this was

not the only element pulling blacks northward. Contemplating departure from the
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In 1917, New Yorkers silently protested the
race riots in East St. Louis, Illinois.
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South, Representative George White said to the Chicago Daily Tribune, “1 cannot
live in North Carolina and be a man and be treated as a man.” In an interview with
the New York Times, he encouraged southern black families to migrate west, “los[ing]
themselves among the people of the country.”'"” Historian Steven Hahn suggests that
a “pronounced self-consciousness” encompassed both social and political motivations
for emigrating: “searches for new circumstances in life and labor, new sites of family
and community building, new opportunities to escape economic dependence. . ..
Hahn explains that the movement not only created new political vistas for migrating
blacks but “also served as a large and powerful political transmission belt that

moved and redeployed the experiences, expectations, institutions, and networks”
forged in the black community during slavery and in Reconstruction, which would
fundamentally shape emerging centers of African-American culture and thought in
the North.'*

Whether their motivation was economic, political, individual, or communal,
immense numbers of African Americans streamed northward. By one estimate,
roughly a half-million blacks migrated to northern cities between 1915 and 1920,
and between 750,000 and one million left the South in the 1920s. Chicago’s black
population soared 600 percent between 1910 and 1930. In the same 20-year period,
Detroit’s African-American community grew 2,000 percent—from 6,000 individuals
to about 120,000.

This massive demographic shift dramatically altered African-American history
culturally, politically, and socially, producing during the 1920s a period of
black artistic expression in literature, music, and thought known as the Harlem
Renaissance. Among those who participated in this cultural moment in northern
Manhattan, which raised black consciousness nationally, were poet Langston
Hughes, writer Zora Neale Hurston, and scholar and intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois.
A new sense of African-American culture emerged, stoked by such leaders as
Marcus Garvey, an advocate for black separatism and repatriation to Africa. Garvey

emigrated from Jamaica to New York City in 1916 and, within a few years, founded

JIM CROW AND THE EXCLUSION OF AFRICAN AMERICANS FROM CONGRESS, 1887-1929 * 175



A civil rights pioneer, James Weldon
Johnson was the NAACPS executive
secretary and the chief congressional
anti-lynching lobbyist.
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the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), enlisting thousands of
members.'?! Interestingly, UNIA found much support in the recently transplanted
community of southern blacks, who helped establish many UNIA chapters in the
South by sharing the organization’s literature with their relatives back home.'*
Skyrocketing black populations in urban wards created new opportunities for
political activism. Slowly, African Americans were elected to important political
offices; for example, Oscar De Priest, a native Alabamian and future Member

of Congress, became a member of the Chicago city council in 1915.

ANTI-LYNCHING LEGISLATION RENEWED

The passage of anti-lynching legislation became one of the NAACP’s central
goals. Slow to join the cause of pursuing legislation to remedy lynching because
of the leadership’s concerns about the constitutionality of such an undertaking,
the NAACP eventually embraced the movement, using it to educate the often
ambivalent American public so as to jar it into substantive action.

Statistics supported the NAACP’s increased urgency in the anti-lynching
campaign. Between 1901 and 1929, more than 1,200 blacks were lynched in the
South. Forty-one percent of these lynchings occurred in two exceptionally violent
states: Georgia (250) and Mississippi (245).'** The NAACP report, Thirty Years of
Lynching in the United States, 18891919, created momentum for congressional
action. The anti-lynching effort provided the NAACP valuable experience waging a
mass public relations campaign and mastering the art of congressional relations.'** In
the 1920s, through the organizational leadership and diverse talents of its secretary,
James Weldon Johnson, the NAACP became a significant vehicle for marshaling
public opinion. Johnson’s biographer describes him as “truly the ‘Renaissance man’
of the Harlem Renaissance”—a poet, composer, writer, and activist.'*® Acting as
the group’s chief congressional lobbyist, he pushed for the reduction scheme during
the larger congressional debate over reapportionment and decisively shaped the
NAACP’s campaign against lynching. Of his anti-lynching lobbying experience,
Johnson recalled, “I tramped the corridors of the Capitol and the two office
buildings so constantly that toward the end, I could, I think, have been able to find
my way about blindfolded.”'*

Pushed vigorously by Johnson and NAACP assistant executive secretary Walter
White (a civil rights activist from Atlanta), anti-lynching reform awaited only a
legislative entrepreneur in Congress and, regrettably, a triggering event. Activists
found Representative Leonidas C. Dyer to be a willing ally. Dyer, a Spanish-
American War veteran and a former aide to Missouri Governor Herbert S. Hadley,
represented a thin sliver of the southern and eastern sections of St. Louis. Heavily
industrialized, part of the district hugged the Mississippi River and included growing
African-American neighborhoods.'*” Since his election to the House in 1911, Dyer
had demonstrated a disposition toward advocating for the black community.'?®

Dyer had a front-row seat to some of the nation’s most virulent wartime
race violence. In the summer of 1917, just across the Mississippi River from his
district, a riot in East St. Louis, Illinois, drew national attention and widespread
condemnation. A hub for southern blacks migrating northward, East St. Louis had
seen its black population triple in the first decade of the 20th century. Its racial
tensions, stoked by competition for jobs and prejudice, struck a chord among
many white northerners apprehensive about black migration. On July 1, 1917,
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white assailants drove through a black neighborhood, firing indiscriminately. Two
plainclothes police officers sent to investigate the disturbance arrived in a vehicle
similar to the one driven by the shooters. Fearful residents mistakenly opened fire
on the policemen, both of whom were killed. White residents’ attempt to retaliate
on July 2 flared into a merciless episode of mob sadism. The death toll climbed

to 47 persons, including 38 African-American men, women, and children. Much
of the black population fled the city."* On the House Floor, Dyer decried the event
as one of “the most dastardly and most criminal outrages ever perpetrated in this
country.” Large numbers of refugees flowed across the river and into his district,
compelling Dyer to tackle the problem of lynching and mob violence.

The rash of wartime mob violence nationwide provided new impetus for
legislative action."® After months of consultation with legal experts and the NAACP,
Representative Dyer introduced H.R. 11279 on April 18, 1918, “to protect citizens
of the United States against lynching in default of protection by the States.” Dyer’s
bill, which provided the blueprint for all subsequent NAACP-backed anti-lynching
measures, sought to charge lynch mobs with capital murder charges and to try
lynching cases in federal court. It levied on each county where a lynching occurred,
a fine of between $5,000 and $10,000 that would be paid to the victim’s immediate
family or, if none existed, to the U.S. government to facilitate prosecution of the
case. The Dyer Bill also mandated jail time and imposed a fine of up to $5,000 on
state and local law enforcement officials who refused to make a reasonable effort to
prevent a lynching or surrendered a prisoner in their custody to a lynch mob. Finally,
the bill sought to establish guidelines for fair courtroom proceedings by excluding
lynch mob participants and supporters from juries."

Dyer’s rationale was elegantly simple: Lynching—and states’ refusal to prosecute
the perpetrators—violated victims’ 14th Amendment rights. Anticipating that
Members would object to the bill because it involved federal control over social
policy, he cited the slate of child labor laws the chamber had enacted and Congress’s
December 1917 passage of the 18th Amendment, which forbade the production,
transportation, or sale of alcohol within the United States: “If Congress has felt
its duty to do these things, why should it not also assume jurisdiction and enact
laws to protect the lives of citizens of the United States against lynch law and mob
violence? Are the rights of property, or what a citizen shall drink, or the ages and
conditions under which children shall work, any more important to the Nation than
life itself2”!** In the Democrat-controlled 65th Congress (1917-1919), however, the
measure remained stuck in the Judiciary Committee.

But advocates’ hope was renewed when Republicans gained majorities in the
House and Senate at the start of the 66th Congress in 1919. In early 1921, James
Weldon Johnson paid his first visit to Representative Dyer’s office, recognizing that
the St. Louis Representative was a valuable contact.'® Throughout this process,
the NAACP played a significant role in keeping the issue alive in Congress, and at
several junctures, Johnson bolstered Dyer, urging him not to accept compromises
to attain passage of legislation and encouraging him to resist pressure from the
Republican Conference to abandon legislation many of his colleagues felt
was unpopular.'34

Under the NAACP’s intense lobbying pressure, the House began to move toward
consideration of a bill derived from Dyer’s earlier efforts—first adopting a rule
for consideration and then, in early January 1922 commencing consideration on
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Hatton W, Sumners of Texas opposed anti-
lynching laws during bis 17 terms in the
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individual states could handle the problem
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the legislation.”> Southern opponents attempted to impede debate several times,
refusing to come to the House Chamber so as to prevent a quorum. On such
occasions Speaker Frederick H. Gillett of Massachusetts ordered the chamber doors
locked and dispatched the Sergeant at Arms to search for errant Members.'* The
debate came to a head on January 25 and 26, 1922, when the House considered a
bill that contained many of the essentials of Dyer’s original measure. Though the
provision seeking to ensure an impartial jury had been removed, the bill sought to
levy 2 $10,000 fine on counties where lynchings occurred—as well as on counties
through which victims were transported.

Southern Democrats rebuffed the measure, mustering familiar practical and
constitutional defenses. Hatton W. Sumners of Texas, a Dallas attorney who later
served 16 years as chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, led the defense.

In two lengthy debates, Sumners compared the bill to an act of legislative “mob”
violence and suggested Congress let southern states resolve the lynching issue on
their own. “I say to you that you cannot pass this bill unless you pass it under the
influence of the same spirit which this bill denounces, viz., the mob spirit,” Sumners
said to laughter and applause on the House Floor. “You say that the folks down in
the South are not doing this thing fast enough, and the folks in the South say the
officers are not doing this thing fast enough, and you each get ropes and they go
after the criminal and you go after the Constitution.”?

African Americans packed the House Gallery, intensely monitoring the debate,
and on several occasions they cheered loudly, in violation of gallery rules. Some
traded derogatory barbs with southern House Members below on the floor, whose
speeches repeatedly referred to NAACP activists as “race agitators.”'*® The glare of
publicity pushed cautious House leaders to move swiftly for a vote. In the end, the
Dyer Bill passed the Republican-controlled chamber on January 26, 1922, by a vote
of 231 to 119, with four Members voting “present” and 74 others not voting.'*’
Among the 119 who voted “no” were four future Speakers of the House, each a
southern Democrat who eventually presided over the chamber after Democrats
assumed control of the House in 1931: John Nance Garner of Texas, Joseph Byrns of
Tennessee, William Bankhead of Alabama, and Sam Rayburn of Texas.'%

In the Senate, a combination of ambivalent Republican backing and spirited
southern opposition doomed the Dyer Bill to legislative limbo. It withered in the
Judiciary Committee under the unsympathetic oversight of Chairman William
Borah of Idaho, who doubted its constitutionality. Nevertheless, Borah pledged not
to block consideration of the measure if a majority of his colleagues assented. The
measure passed out of the committee 8 to 6 in the summer of 1922—with Borah
dissenting.'"! The NAACP proceeded to engage in a formidable public campaign,
increasing direct pressure on Majority Leader Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts
(who faced re-election that fall). Lodge, who had authored the Federal Elections Bill
in 1890, had greatly moderated his previously progressive stance on federal oversight
of black civil rights. He reluctantly brought the measure to the Senate Floor in
September, but his choice of a manager to shepherd the bill through debate—
Samuel Shortridge, California’s junior Senator and a relative novice—suggested
he had little enthusiasm for the endeavor. Byron (Pat) Harrison of Mississippi
swiftly upstaged Shortridge by gaining control of the debate. Further consideration
was forestalled until after the November 1922 elections, relieving Senators of
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electoral pressure.'*

When the bill came up for consideration in late November after the elections,
southern Members again halted Shortridge with parliamentary maneuvers. As he
had with the reduction issue two decades earlier, Alabama’s Oscar Underwood, now
Senate Minority Leader, played a key role in killing the Dyer measure. Underwood
threatened Lodge and the Republicans with a filibuster that would shut down
end-of-session business in the Senate. Fearful they would be unable to secure a
ship subsidy bill desired by the Harding administration, the members of the Senate
Republican Conference voted to abandon the Dyer Bill. Though Representative
Dyer reintroduced the measure in each new Congress in the 1920s, it failed to gain
significant political traction. However, the public awareness campaign relentlessly
pushed by the NAACP likely contributed to a general decline in lynching after the
1920s. It would be 15 years before Congress would seriously consider the subject
again. In the words of historian Robert Zangrando, anti-lynching legislation was

“displaced by the indifference of its friends and the strategy of its enemies.”'*?

RepucTION REDUX

Although the subject of reduction arose occasionally in Congress, “increasingly
it was becoming a posture rather than a policy.”'* Republican party leaders seemed
content to raise the issue because it permitted them to lay claim to the moral high
ground, but upon meeting stiff opposition, they readily let it die a quiet death in the
interest of political expediency. Moreover, fortified by widespread social ambivalence
and sensing the weakness of their opponents, southern Representatives became
bolder and coordinated their efforts to repulse the reduction movement.'®

Reduction eventually became absorbed in the larger reapportionment struggle
in the House after the 1920 Census, which pitted rural and urban factions against
one another for much of the next decade.'® At several junctures during this nearly
decade-long debate, Representative George Holden Tinkham of Massachusetts
spoke on behalf of disfranchised blacks. A Republican who rose through the Boston
common council, the board of aldermen, and the Massachusetts state senate,
Tinkham was frank and fiercely independent. In 1914, he won election to a U.S.
House seat—the first of his 14 terms in Congress—representing a wide multi-ethnic
swath of Boston. He became one of the institution’s more colorful characters.' A
biographer described him as “the conscience of the House” in the 1920s, based on
his repeated efforts to rally colleagues to the cause of investigating disfranchisement
of southern blacks in violation of the 14th and 15th Amendments.'*

On May 6, 1921, Tinkham interrupted consideration of an Army appropriations
bill by introducing a resolution instructing the House Committee on the Census
to investigate disfranchisement efforts by the states and report back to the full
House to provide information for a debate about reapportioning to expand the
chamber’s membership. As usual, he did not mince words, describing southern
disfranchisement schemes as “the most colossal electoral fraud the world has ever
known.” He added, “On this question moral cowardice and political expediency
dominate the Republican leadership of the House.”'** Clearly annoyed that his
planned appropriations debate had been hijacked, House Majority Leader Frank
W. Mondell of Wyoming dismissed Tinkham’s address as an expression of “fancy”
and a “stump speech,” echoing southern complaints that the reduction proposal was

George Holden Tinkham of Massachusetts
became known as “the conscience of the
House” for his efforts to protect voting rights
Jor blacks. He also was one of Congress’s
most colorful characters. Newspapers
reported that he was the first American
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merely an electoral enticement for northern black voters.”™® When Speaker Gillett
rejected Tinkham’s argument that his measure was constitutionally privileged, the
full House overwhelmingly backed the ruling, 286 to 47.""

Later that fall during floor debate about a bill sponsored by Census Committee
Chairman Isaac Siegel of New York to expand Membership of the House from
435 to 483, Tinkham again injected into the dialogue the issue of upholding the
14th Amendment, noting that the word “shall” in Section 2 compelled Congress
“unconditionally” to enforce reduction. “Franchise equality is fundamental and
profound,” Tinkham declared, adding “national elections can no longer be half
constitutional and half unconstitutional.”">* Tinkham registered unconcealed
contempt for House leaders who declined to investigate southern voting fraud.

“For this refusal by the leaders of the majority party I do not possess a command

of language strong enough to use in denunciation and reprobation,” he said. “The
real anarchists in the United States, the real leaders of lawlessness, are the Members
of this House of Representatives who refuse obedience to the Constitution which
they have sworn to obey.”"*® Representative Wells Goodykoontz of West Virginia,
former president of the West Virginia Bar Association, was the sole Member to join
Tinkham in calling for enforcement of the 14th Amendment. He provided statistical
evidence based on November 1920 voting returns in his district (85,587 votes were
cast) versus the total votes recorded for the entire congressional delegations in South
Carolina (67,737) and Mississippi (70,657)."*

The man who emerged as one of the white supremacist South’s most ardent
congressional defenders, John Elliott Rankin of Mississippi, offered the rejoinder to
Tinkham. In 1921, Rankin was a freshman Member of the House, embarking on a
32-year career representing the northeastern corner of Mississippi. A World War I
veteran, he served 20 years as chairman of the Committee on World War Veterans
Legislation (later Veterans’ Affairs). When he died in 1960, the press called him
“one of the most turbulent political figures in modern congressional history.”'>
Had reduction been adopted, Mississippi’s delegation would have been halved,
from 8 to 4. Rankin countered Tinkham by arguing that the 15th Amendment—in
prohibiting disfranchisement because of race or color—had “by implication”
superseded and voided the part of the 14th Amendment that called for reduction.'
Conjuring up the specter of Reconstruction, Rankin continued, “the time has passed
when a man or a party can successfully make political capital by holding out to the
Negro the hope or promise of social and political equality.”'>” The House brushed
aside Tinkham’s amendment on an unrecorded voice vote."®

Roiled and divided by major issues like immigration, tax policy, a soldier’s
bonus, and international questions such as U.S. participation in the League of
Nations, Congress postponed work on the reapportionment issue from 1921 to
1927.%° Tinkham made at least two more attempts to add reduction amendments
before passage of a comprehensive reapportionment bill in 1929, but he was
unsuccessful.’®® As one scholar notes, it is not surprising that congressional leaders
failed to vigorously protect black voting rights, given pervasive notions among
national political leaders and strategists that extending the franchise might be more
harmful than the alternative.'!

POWER OF THE SOUTHERN BLOC IN CONGRESS
The reduction and anti-lynching failures occurred during the heyday of southern
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demagogues in Congress. Innumerable racist slanders were uttered on the House
and Senate floors with virtual impunity from 1890 through the 1920s. Among the
practitioners of white supremacist bile was James Kimble Vardaman of Mississippi, a
powerful orator who served as governor from 1904 to 1908 before winning election
in 1912 to a single term in the U.S. Senate. Known by his followers as the “White
Chief,” Vardaman ran state and federal campaigns that unabashedly supported
white supremacy and constantly sought to take money from schools for blacks. “To
educate a negro is to spoil a good field hand,” Vardaman once declared.'*® Others
of this ilk included Ben Tillman of South Carolina, a 23-year veteran of the Senate
and the architect of disfranchisement in South Carolina; the Populist-turned-race
baiter Tom Watson of Georgia, who served a term in the House from 1891 to 1893
and a partial term in the U.S. Senate 30 years later; and James Thomas Heflin, a
Representative and Senator of Alabama, who said the right to vote was “an inherent
right with the white man and a privilege with the Negro.”'®

For such men, white supremacy was a closely held belief. For others, it was a
mechanism to engage voters. The southern political system promoted—and even
rewarded—a certain level of recklessness, sensationalism, and demagoguery. Race
became the most potent topic available for striking powerful chords with southern
voters, who by 1900 were essentially white and often disengaged from politics.
“Deprived of the normal party channels of rising to power and getting support in
elections, politicians were practically forced to blare recklessly in an effort to become

164 Race, as

known to an amorphous public,” notes historian J. Morgan Kousser.
political scientist V. O. Key observed in his landmark study of southern politics
in the 1940s, became the keystone of the one-party, solid Democratic South that
emerged around 1900 and lasted until the civil rights movement of the 1950s.
“Southern sectionalism and the special character of southern political institutions
have to be attributed in the main to the Negro,” Key explained. He added, “the
predominant consideration in the architecture of southern political institutions has
been to assure locally a subordination of the Negro population and, externally, to
block threatened interferences from the outside with these local arrangements.”'®
Southern Members of Congress who opposed race reforms in the 1910s and
1920s soon became influential enough to thwart such “interferences.” Accruing
seniority, many ascended to powerful positions on Capitol Hill during the 1930s.
Benefiting from the longevity conferred by their party, which held a virtual lock on
elective office in the South, many southern House Members served long terms in
secure districts, earning important leadership posts. For instance, when Democrats
gained control of the House in 1931, southerners wielded the chairman’s gavel on
29 of 47 committees—including virtually all the most influential panels: Ways and
Means (James W. Collier of Mississippi), Rules (Edward W. Pou of North Carolina),
Rivers and Harbors (John J. Mansfield of Texas), Naval Affairs (Carl Vinson of
Georgia), Military Affairs (Percy Quin of Mississippi), Judiciary (Hatton Sumners
of Texas), Interstate and Foreign Commerce (Sam Rayburn of Texas), Banking and
Currency (Henry B. Steagall of Alabama), Appropriations (Joseph W. Byrns of
Tennessee), and Agriculture (John Marvin Jones of Texas). Of the 10 most attractive
committees, southerners chaired nine (J. Charles Linthicum of Maryland, a border
state, chaired the Foreign Affairs Committee).'® Southerners also held two of the
top three positions in House leadership: John Nance Garner of Texas served as
Speaker, and John McDuffie of Alabama was the Majority Whip.
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In the Senate, which went Democratic with the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt
to the presidency in 1932, southern influence, although less pronounced, was
nonetheless significant. Southerners chaired 13 of the chamber’s 33 committees
in 1933, including some of the most influential panels: Agriculture and Forestry
(Ellison D. Smith of South Carolina), Appropriations (Carter Glass of Virginia),
Banking and Currency (Duncan U. Fletcher of Florida), Commerce (Hubert D.
Stephens of Mississippi), Finance (Pat Harrison of Mississippi), Military Affairs
(Morris Sheppard of Texas), and Naval Affairs (Park Trammell of Florida). In
addition, Walter E George of Georgia wielded the chairman’s gavel on the Privileges
and Elections Committee, through which any voting rights bill would have to pass.
Setting the chamber’s agenda was Senate Majority Leader Joseph T. Robinson
of Arkansas, who served in that capacity until his death in 1937.

PARTY REALIGNMENT

The political realignment of black voters set in motion at the close of
Reconstruction gradually accelerated in the early 20th century, pushed by
demographic shifts such as the Great Migration and by black discontent with the
increasingly conservative racial policies of the Republican Party in the South. A
decades-long process ensued in which blacks were effectively pushed outside or left
the Republican fold because of its increasingly ambiguous racial policies. By the end
of this era, the major parties” policies and a re-emergent activism among younger
African Americans positioned blacks for a mass movement in the early and mid-
1930s to the northern Democratic Party.'

Weakened to the point of irrelevancy, southern Republicans after 1900 curried
favor with the political power structure to preserve their grasp on local patronage
jobs dispensed by the national party. Therefore, southern white GOP officials
embraced Jim Crow. Through political factions such as the “lily white” movement,
which excluded blacks, and “black and tan” societies, which extended only token
political roles to blacks, the party gradually ceased to serve as an outlet for the
politically active cadre of southern African Americans.

Gradually, African-American leaders at the national level began to abandon their
loyalty to the GOP. While the party’s political strategy of creating a competitive
wing in the postwar South was not incompatible with the promotion of black civil
rights, by the 1890s party leaders were in agreement that this practical political end
could not be achieved without attracting southern whites to the ticket. “Equalitarian
ideals,” explains a leading historian, “had to be sacrificed to the exigencies of
practical politics.”'¢

However, mutually exclusive opportunities presented themselves to the national
Republican Party as late as the 1920s. On the one hand, GOP officials sensed an
opportunity to present the party as a moderate alternative to the segregationist
policies endorsed by the outgoing Woodrow Wilson administration—to make
inroads into the growing urban centers of African-American voters. On the other
hand, in campaign efforts against northern Democrats such as Al Smith of New
York, Republicans perceived the chance to cultivate southern white voters by
adopting racially conservative positions. “The dilemma,” writes historian Lewis
L. Gould, “was that the politics that spoke to one group alienated the other.”'®
The party chose a middle course. GOP Presidents in the 1920s hosted black leaders

to discuss touchstone issues such as anti-lynching legislation, though they did little
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more for fear of alienating southern whites. The party’s relative lack of enthusiasm
for changing segregation practices in the civil service, enforcing the reduction
clause of the 14th Amendment, or endorsing fully the enactment of anti-lynching
legislation convinced many African Americans that the political priorities of the
party of Lincoln were no longer compatible with those of the black community.

At its 1926 national convention, the NAACP pointedly resolved, “Our political
salvation and our social survival lie in our absolute independence of party allegiance
in politics and the casting of our vote for our friends and against our enemies
whoever they may be and whatever party labels they carry.”'”°

The Republicans’ presidential nominee in 1928 cast more doubt in black voters’
minds."”! Herbert Hoover’s handling of the relief efforts after the devastating 1927
Mississippi River floods disappointed the African-American community. Tone deaf
to issues that resonated with blacks, Hoover catered to the lily-white delegations
at the Republican National Convention. The platform contained no substantive
concessions to black interests besides a perfunctory sentence about the necessity
for anti-lynching legislation. Furthermore, during the campaign Hoover devised
a southern strategy against Democratic nominee Al Smith, who was perceived
negatively in the South because he was Catholic and was believed to represent
ethnic and black interests. By courting the racially conservative white vote with
tacit support for the segregationist status quo, Hoover fractured the solid South
and captured the electoral votes of five southern states: Virginia, North Carolina,
Tennessee, Florida, and Texas.'”

The 1928 presidential campaign marked a significant step toward the eventual
black exodus from Republican ranks. Though a majority of African Americans cast
their vote for Hoover, black defection from the party was greater than in any prior
election. Manufacturers of public opinion within the black community, including
the Chicago Defender and the Baltimore Afro-American, supported Al Smith.'”
Meanwhile, the party of Lincoln seemed unresponsive to the changing electorate and
lacked a strategy for adjusting to new political realities. “As Negroes moved to the
North and to the cities, they became part of the new urban constituency,” explains
historian Richard Sherman. “Just as America had ceased to be predominantly Anglo-
Saxon, so had black-white relations ceased to be primarily a problem for the South.
... In short, Republicans failed to develop a program which could attract major
elements of the new, urban America,” a constituency that formed the core of the
Roosevelt New Deal coalition that propelled Democrats into power in the 1930s.'74
CONCLUSION

W. E. B. Du Bois insightfully observed that the dominant theme of 20th-century
America would be the “color line.” As historian Manning Marable points out,
that line, dating back to Reconstruction, was remarkably resilient, outlasting the
southern experiment in multiracialism, economic depressions, foreign wars, and
massive migrations of Black Americans from the South to the North. Congress’s
management (or avoidance) of the issue of race relations in this era strongly confirms
Marable’s assessment of the durability of racial prejudice and the pervasive nature
of segregation in America. Throughout the first half of the 20th century, Congress
lagged behind the executive and the judicial branches—and sometimes behind
popular will—in terms of racial issues.'”
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Change would arise from a “Second Reconstruction”—a civil rights movement
derived from the people, not imposed on them—one shaped by everyday African
Americans operating largely outside of political channels who would slowly convince
society of the need for change. By then blacks would have allies and advocates within
the federal government, such as Oscar De Priest, who was elected to the U.S. House
from his Chicago-based district in 1928. In ending African Americans’ long exile
from Congress, De Priest’s election would infuse millions with hope—and validate
the power of organized black politics in northern cities.
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