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Prologue

The Best, the Bravest, and the Purest

General Philip H. Sheridan, late hero of the Civil War, made a splash on his arrival at the magnificent St. Charles Hotel in New Orleans on the night before New Year’s Eve 1874. Along with his usual phalanx of aides and minders, the notorious Yankee commander was squiring “a party of ladies,” including Miss Irene Rucker, the Army quartermaster general’s willowy twenty-two-year-old daughter, who was soon to become the great Sheridan’s fiancée.

Sheridan was dressed in a plain civilian frock coat and swore to anyone who would listen that he and his companions were merely tourists stopping in the Crescent City en route to Cuba and the “Land of Flowers.” Locals were skeptical. In a New Year’s Day headline, the Daily Picayune mocked the hard-eyed military man with an allusion to “The Raven,” Edgar Allan Poe’s famous poem about a disturbing midnight visitation:

Purely a Pleasure Trip, Only This and Nothing More.

Like many Southerners, the Picayune’s editors had raw memories of Sheridan, whose troops had torched homes, barns, and crops in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley during the war, in a campaign known as “The Burning,” to transform the region into “a barren waste” so residents could no longer provision Confederate forces. “If a merciless deed has to be done,” a contemporary writer noted, “everyone expects Sheridan to do it.”

Louisianians also had firsthand experience of Sheridan’s ways and means. Installed as military governor of occupied Louisiana after the war, Sheridan scandalized many residents with his attitude toward former slaves, or “freedmen,” backing their demands to ride on streetcars with white passengers and allowing them to serve on juries weighing the fate of their former masters. When the idea of black voting rights moved from the radical fringe to the center of federal Reconstruction policy in the Republican-controlled Congress, Sheridan was the point man in Louisiana, registering new black voters, who became a majority of the state’s electorate, and disqualifying ex-Confederates from the voting rolls. The new majority-black electorate chose a slim majority of black delegates to write a new state constitution, producing one of the most progressive charters of a remarkably progressive period during Reconstruction, establishing, at least on paper, universal public education, integrated schools, and the rights of black men to vote and hold office. Congressional Republicans also engineered the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, establishing birthright black citizenship and prohibiting the denial of voting rights on account of race, to address work left undone after the abolition of slavery with the Thirteenth Amendment.

Sheridan’s peripheral involvement in this work hardly made him a civil rights hero. He shared most of the prejudices against black people harbored by white Americans in those days. But he appreciated the courage of black men who fought in the Union Army during the Civil War, encompassing about 10 percent of Union forces, and he believed that since the U.S. government had emancipated the freedmen, it was duty bound to secure for them “a fair chance in the battle of life.”

The advent of black voting rights in Louisiana and other Southern states greatly benefited Republican candidates, black and white, and the party of Lincoln and emancipation took power in states across the South. Although in some Southern states with smaller black populations white conservatives had gradually regained control, helped by the return of some former Confederates to the voting rolls, as of January 1875 Republicans maintained their hold on the Louisiana state government thanks to powerful support from black voters. The Picayune held Sheridan “more responsible” than any other man for what it viewed as Louisiana’s postwar misfortunes because he helped congressional Republicans “subject the State to a negro Government,” affixing “chains from which we have never been able to escape.”1

The Picayune’s editors strongly supported efforts of white conservatives to “redeem” Louisiana by wresting control of the state government away from Republicans put in office with the help of black votes. The newspaper lavished glowing coverage on the Crescent City White League, the New Orleans chapter of a Democratic Party–aligned paramilitary group unhinged by black voting and officeholding, whose stated mission was “to re-establish a white man’s government.”

White League operatives terrorized black and white Republican officials in the state’s country parishes during the summer of 1874. Then thousands of White Leaguers swarmed New Orleans, Louisiana’s capital at that time, on September 14, killing a dozen black police officers and injuring dozens more, to chase the white Republican governor, William Pitt Kellogg, out of office.

Kellogg was one of many former Northerners who resettled in the South during and after the war seeking opportunities to improve their lot, and who tended to vote Republican. Democratic newspaper editors branded these migrants as “carpetbaggers,” alluding to a cheap travel satchel to portray them as wandering grifters scheming to profit from the South’s adversity. Native white Southerners who allied themselves politically with freedmen and carpetbaggers were scorned as “scalawags,” which meant something akin to “worthless traitors.” A majority of so-called carpetbaggers had served in the Union Army, but their numbers also included businessmen, teachers, and employees of the Freedmen’s Bureau, an agency established in the War Department to help former slaves adjust to new circumstances. Many carpetbaggers and scalawags won political office with the backing of newly enfranchised former slaves. Freedmen often viewed Yankee Republican transplants like Kellogg, a Vermont native and former Union Army officer, as natural allies.2

The White League’s high-profile exploits targeting Republican officials might have inspired white insurgents elsewhere in the region scheming to seize power in places with large black electorates. White vigilantes in Alabama ambushed freedmen near polling stations on election day, November 3, 1874, driving down black turnout to help Democrats carry the state, thereby securing its “redemption.” In early December, armed white militants in Vicksburg, Mississippi, drove a black Republican sheriff from office and slaughtered scores of freedmen in the aftermath.3

The citizenship and voting rights of former slaves were among the most consequential fruits of the Union victory in the Civil War. Republicans were reckoning with the possibility that gangs like the White League, made up mostly of former Confederate soldiers and winked at by Democratic officials, could turn back the clock and nullify the freedmen’s hard-won gains of recent years.

President Ulysses S. Grant sent federal troops to New Orleans within days of the September White League assault to disperse the insurgents and reinstate Kellogg, and bluecoats were still there in force when Sheridan arrived months later on his “pleasure trip.” Sending soldiers to put down flagrant vigilante violence in previous years had often boosted Republican political fortunes in the North. But in Grant’s December 1874 annual message to Congress, he acknowledged that such troop deployments were now “repugnant to public opinion.” Disenchantment with the September Louisiana intervention, and with the administration’s Southern policy more generally, likely contributed to the Republicans’ smashing defeat in the fall 1874 congressional elections, when Democrats won control of the House of Representatives for the first time since before the Civil War. But despite the public’s mounting impatience with the use of federal troops in the South, Grant vowed in his December annual message to enforce the rights of former slaves “with rigor.” Citing the threat from heavily armed “White Leagues and other societies,” he said that failure to intervene in the face of insurgent violence would make the entire project of enfranchising the freedmen “worse than mockery and little better than crime.”

As the Picayune’s editors evidently suspected, Sheridan’s return to their city had little to do with any “pleasure trip.” In a Christmas Eve telegram, Grant had asked Sheridan to visit New Orleans, Vicksburg, and other Southern trouble spots to learn “the true condition of affairs” in the region, and to devise a plan for dealing with the new paramilitary threat. Grant suggested that Sheridan bring family and friends along and act like he was on vacation, perhaps unsure how much federal interference in a Southern state the public would tolerate. But Grant authorized Sheridan, in case trouble broke out, to assume command of U.S. forces stationed in the region, at the general’s sole discretion.4

This was far from the first time Grant turned to Sheridan in a crisis. In July 1864, about a year after federal forces halted Confederate general Robert E. Lee’s invasion of the North with a decisive triumph at Gettysburg, Union commanders were confident of their ultimate victory over the Southern Confederacy. But a series of raids against Union armies in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley led by Confederate general Jubal Early had profoundly unsettled the Northern public, especially when Early marched his men to the back porch of Washington, D.C., itself. Northerners primed for a long-awaited final assault on Confederate headquarters in Richmond were disheartened to learn instead of Rebel raiders poised to sack the Union capital. This reversal fueled a crisis of morale in the war-weary North that threatened to demolish President Abraham Lincoln’s campaign for reelection in the fall, a defeat that likely would have upended the Union war effort itself—and emancipation along with it—as the new president sued for peace with the Confederacy. Lincoln himself expected the worst. “I am going to be beaten,” he told an Army officer, “and unless some great change takes place badly beaten.”

To confront this emergency, Grant tapped an aggressive young cavalry commander whose pluck and resourcefulness had so impressed him in the war’s Western Theater; he asked thirty-three-year-old Phil Sheridan to lead an army into Virginia and dog Jubal Early’s steps “to the death.” Grant’s military advisors in Washington looked askance at sending such a young, hotheaded commander on so vital a mission. But Sheridan more than vindicated Grant’s faith, ultimately dealing a smashing defeat to Early’s army. Sheridan’s Shenandoah Valley successes bolstered Northern morale and furnished inspiring fodder for Lincoln’s ultimately victorious reelection campaign, as well as “the germ of one of the most beautiful friendships in history,” according to Grant’s wartime aide-de-camp and biographer Adam Badeau. From that time forward, Badeau writes, Grant “relied on Sheridan” as completely as he relied on his other great friend General William Tecumseh Sherman, whose victorious march through Georgia also helped to resuscitate Lincoln’s reelection campaign.5

A wiry and excitable young commander during the war, Sheridan, at forty-four years old, with the generous girth of a prosperous burgher, was among the Army’s highest-ranking officers as he set forth in New Orleans on his latest mission for Grant. But at five feet, five inches tall, he was still known as “Little Phil,” and he was still excitable.

True to form, Sheridan outed himself soon enough. A few days after his arrival in New Orleans, just blocks from his hotel, as the state House of Representatives convened to seat the winners of the recent election, Democrats ambushed the proceedings. Although Republicans had apparently won enough seats in the election to maintain their majority, Democrats seized control of the House chamber, through a blend of trickery and intimidation, with help from mysterious armed operatives. Republicans, whose ranks included twenty-nine black House members, claimed this coup was the work of the White League.

Sheridan was sitting in with the local commander of U.S. forces as the legislature convened, and advised him that Governor Kellogg’s request for military assistance to put the situation right should be honored. Soon a squad of U.S. bluecoats with fixed bayonets entered the House chamber and removed five Democrats illegitimately sworn in during the coup, returning control to Republicans. But the incident enraged Sheridan. In a telegram to Secretary of War William Belknap in Washington, he condemned the “spirit of defiance to all lawful authority” in Louisiana, and announced that he was assuming command of U.S. troops in the region. Then he leaked the telegram to the newspapers. So much for tourism.6

The day after the incident in the legislature, demonstrators crowded the public parlors of the St. Charles Hotel to protest Sheridan’s insults to their state in his telegram. He responded with another blistering telegram, also leaked to the press. “I think that the terrorism now existing in Louisiana, Mississippi and Arkansas could be entirely removed and confidence and fair-dealing established by the arrest and trial of the ringleaders of the armed White Leagues,” he wrote to Belknap. Sheridan offered to perform these chores himself, applying the swift justice of military tribunals instead of courts. “It is possible that if the President would issue a proclamation declaring them banditti,” Sheridan said of White League leaders, “no further action need be taken, except that which would devolve upon me.”

Sheridan’s suite was steps away from the busy rotunda of the St. Charles Hotel, a circular grand parlor of marble floors and frescoed walls where city residents mingled with visitors. Prominent White Leaguers strolled there often. A rumor swept the rotunda that Sheridan “would soon make a demand upon the White League for their arms.”

News of federal bayonets in the Louisiana legislature and Sheridan’s “banditti dispatch” rocketed across the nation. The incident generated howls of outrage, more than validating Grant’s assessment of public opinion. The Picayune condemned Sheridan for targeting “the best, the bravest and the purest citizens” of Louisiana. The New Orleans Bulletin, a White League mouthpiece, blasted the expulsion of Democrats from the state legislature as “the most disgraceful scene ever witnessed in a free country.” But many Northerners also sympathized with the White League view of things. The Republican New York Times fretted that Sheridan’s plan to haul “banditti” before military tribunals would take the U.S. to a dark place, the New York World branded Grant “a traitor and a tyrant,” and the New-York Tribune called for his impeachment.7

The period after the Civil War known as Reconstruction, when federal and state policymakers erected a new regime of civil and political rights for African Americans, is often spoken of as a tragic failure. But that description is profoundly misleading. The White League and other paramilitary groups didn’t launch a violent insurgency because those policies were failing, but because they were succeeding. Former slaves were voting and holding office; their children were attending public schools.

The White League’s revolt against Louisiana’s Republican government was part of a postwar Southern insurgency that toppled so-called Radical Reconstruction, ultimately denying full citizenship to African Americans for nearly another century. Although Reconstruction and its violent undoing constitute a chapter of surpassing importance in the larger drama of the Civil War and the end of slavery, episodes of the war proper, like Sherman’s March through Georgia or Sheridan’s Shenandoah Valley campaign, have gained far greater purchase in the nation’s collective memory.8

Today’s relatively dim public awareness of Reconstruction and its demise is partly a legacy of responses to the Southern insurgency in real time. When Sheridan arrived in New Orleans to take the White League’s measure, Southern Republicans were near despair over the lack of public engagement with their predicament. The “butcheries” routinely inflicted on freedmen and their allies were met with “stolid indifference” by Northerners, who often seemed persuaded that reports of White League outrages were “manufactured out of whole cloth” to rile up Republican voters, just as Democrats claimed.9

The White League and other vigilante groups drew a considerable amount of press attention. But Southern Republicans believed that newspaper accounts minimizing the crimes of such groups, published in Democratic organs North and South, were largely responsible for the North’s apparent apathy toward the plight of freedmen and their allies in the South, and the consequent lack of public support for military assistance to help them. In our own day, when an assault on the U.S. Capitol by a mob of thousands is portrayed as an innocent meander of tourists by partisan news outlets, despite exhaustive photographic evidence to the contrary, the complaints of Southern Republicans about 1870s press coverage might be easier to credit.

This Reconstruction-era pattern of minimizing vigilante violence preceded the White League and their ilk. Democratic newspapers in earlier years routinely played down outrages of the Ku Klux Klan, a precursor of the White League that terrorized freedmen and their allies to drive them away from the ballot box. Democratic newspapers, and some moderate Republican organs unsympathetic to Radical Reconstruction, not only minimized Klan outrages but at times denied the group’s existence outright, insisting it was merely a hobgoblin invented to frighten Northerners into supporting punishments for the South. Such trivializations and denials flouted mountains of evidence of Klan crimes, including a congressional report running to thirteen volumes compiling extensive eyewitness testimony.

Grant addressed this sort of information warfare in his December 1874 annual message to Congress. Lamenting that “White Leagues” and other groups were spreading “terror” among those whose political action they sought to suppress, he conceded that one side of the partisan divide tended to “magnify wrongs and outrages,” while the other side tended “to belittle them.” He suggested that Congress might wish to assign a committee to determine whether “the alleged wrongs to colored citizens” were real, or “reports thereof were manufactured,” seeming confident that such an investigation would confirm recent accounts of widespread vigilante violence.10

Some Republicans trying to make sense of the threat from White League–style vigilantes found new relevance in a peculiar idea floated years earlier. As the nation hurtled toward civil war and Southern states were debating whether or not to secede and join the rebellion, Virginia governor Henry A. Wise argued that they should stick inside the union to wage their fight, to keep their grip on levers of power within it. Wise was known as a bit of an eccentric. Tall, bony, wan, and whiskerless, with flowing mane and fierce, flashing eyes, he called to mind “a corpse galvanized.” Southerners mostly greeted his idea of “fighting in the Union” with polite bewilderment. “I never could exactly understand how we could do it,” said Eppa Hunton, a judge and delegate to the Virginia secession convention.11

But after the war, when former Confederate states were back in the union and Ku Klux Klan operatives unleashed a campaign of terror against freedmen and their allies, some Republicans believed that Wise’s strategy had been adopted. Frederick Douglass, the celebrated abolitionist author and orator who had escaped from slavery as a young man, warned that the South, “having failed to gain its ends by a war outside of the Union, has adopted the advice given at the beginning of that war by Henry A. Wise to carry on the war within the Union.” This type of war—“[c]overt, insidious, secret, striking in the darkness of night while assuming spotless robes of loyalty in the day—is far more difficult to deal with than an open foe,” Douglass wrote.12

Federal raids and prosecutions smashed the Klan, assisted by a temporary grant of extraordinary power from Congress to the executive branch in the Enforcement Act of 1871. But Republicans in 1875 believed the White League and similar groups were picking up where the Klan left off, functioning as the military wing of the Democratic Party and waging an undeclared “war in the union” targeting freedmen and their white allies in the South with “threats, intimidation, murder and violence.” Meanwhile, Democrats minimized reports of White League crimes as exaggerations or inventions of Republican “outrage mills” intended to inflame Northern opinion, and challenged the president’s authority to send troops to the South to confront nonexistent threats.

Klansmen had generally kept to the shadows, but White Leaguers basked in respectability. They swore fealty to the Stars and Stripes and didn’t hide their identities under hoods. Democratic newspapers chronicled their exploits in the cause of regional self-defense and compared them to heroes of the nation’s founding era.13

Republicans in the South found themselves in a rapidly collapsing position at the start of 1875, confronting a “standing army” of terrorists at least ten thousand strong, including Louisiana White Leaguers and cognate groups in other states determined to nullify the postwar amendments by robbing the votes of black men and their white allies through murder, intimidation, and fraud.14

Between 1869 and 1874, white conservative rule had been restored in six Southern states, most with relatively small black populations, largely through consolidation of the white vote as ballot restrictions on former Confederates were relaxed, including: Arkansas (25 percent black), Texas (31 percent black), North Carolina (37 percent black), Tennessee (26 percent black), Virginia (42 percent black), and Georgia (46 percent black). Conservative Democrats in these states were already devising creative ways to curtail black suffrage without running afoul of the Fifteenth Amendment’s prohibition against denying the right to vote “on account of race.”

After Alabama, with its 48 percent black population, was “redeemed” with help from violent white vigilantes in November 1874, white conservatives fixed their sights on the four Southern states with the largest black populations, which remained under Republican control: Florida (49 percent black), Louisiana (50 percent black), Mississippi (54 percent black), and South Carolina (59 percent black). With white insurgents apparently “preparing to overrun” some of these states, Southern Republicans weighed the likelihood of the violent overthrow of Reconstruction, and spoke openly of their fears that freedmen could be returned to a status little better than slavery. Many of them believed that the next few months would offer the best and possibly only chance to prevent such outcomes.15

Southern Republicans pleaded with their allies in Washington for help against the emboldened white vigilantes of their region, and stressed that time for effective action was running out. Democrats would assume control of the House of Representatives on March 4, mere months away, putting them in position to block funds for federal enforcement of black voting rights. Republican leaders agreed to seek swift passage of a two-year Army appropriations bill and a new enforcement act that would again give Grant the extraordinary power to suspend the writ of habeas corpus, a power he had used in the federal campaign to subdue the Ku Klux Klan. Republicans would also make a last-minute push to fulfill the promise of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments with the passage of a new civil rights bill, to outlaw racial discrimination in public accommodations, transportation, entertainment, and public schools across the nation.

Lucius Q. C. Lamar, a prominent Democratic congressman from Mississippi, largely agreed with the assessment of Southern Republicans about their vulnerability. Writing to a friend just before Christmas, Lamar gloated that “Grant is lost & the Republican Party is lost unless he can plunge the South into war & get this Congress to arm him with extraordinary powers & money before the 4th March.”16

As Lamar’s appraisal of the political landscape suggests, when Sheridan returned to New Orleans just before New Year’s Day 1875, the circumstances bore striking similarities to those of his 1864 Shenandoah Valley campaign, when the Northern war effort and emancipation itself seemed to hang in the balance. The stakes in 1875 were again monumental: to maintain the new regime of black civil and political rights, or surrender those dearly won gains to yet another Southern insurrection. Once again, the mood of a Northern public disillusioned with endless sectional strife promised to play a pivotal role, and the time for taking effective action was fleeting.

Sheridan’s return to New Orleans brought him back to the place where Reconstruction began in 1862 amid a still-raging Civil War. After Northern forces captured New Orleans, the South’s largest, most cosmopolitan city, Lincoln assigned agents to encourage union loyalists there to write a new state constitution that did not permit slavery, so he could engineer the rapid readmission of a “reconstructed” Louisiana into the federal union. Ultimately Louisiana’s readmission had to wait until the war was over, but Lincoln had hoped his maneuver would create a prominent beachhead of Southern buy-in for a reunited nation, signaling to the world that the Confederacy was doomed and hastening the war’s end.

Culturally rich Louisiana was also the place where Reconstruction’s promise “soared highest and fell hardest,” according to historian Lawrence N. Powell. He attributes some of the state’s soaring promise in that moment to the so-called free people of color in New Orleans, part of a sizable population of mixed-race, often light-skinned Louisianians of African descent who had been free since well before the Civil War. Although white people still treated these “free negroes” as members of an inferior caste, many were prosperous and well educated, and used their advantages to promote the cause of black rights after emancipation. Louis Charles Roudanez, a free Negro physician in New Orleans who had studied medicine in Paris, founded the New Orleans Tribune, the nation’s first black-owned daily newspaper and a major voice in the era’s revolutionary politics. Roudanez and other free men of color were “the driving force” behind Louisiana’s remarkable 1868 constitution, Powell writes, including its pioneering integrated-schools clause.

Former slaves also sustained the soaring promise of Reconstruction in Louisiana. Henry Adams cofounded a group of intrepid freedmen who roamed the region gathering intelligence on plantation working conditions to help job-hunting former slaves avoid abusive placements. Adams also put his life on the line as a scout for federal soldiers seeking to contain white vigilante violence.

So-called carpetbaggers played a constructive role as well, despite the insults heaped on them by white Southerners. Vermont native Marshall Twitchell commanded a company of United States Colored Troops during the Civil War, moved to New Orleans to launch a branch of the Freedmen’s Bureau, then helped to establish a flourishing community along the Red River in north Louisiana, where he pursued numerous real estate investments and was elected to the state senate with overwhelming support from black voters.

Despite his successes, Twitchell was fastened with a wretched fate during a particularly gruesome episode of white backlash, the sort that plagued Louisiana whenever the promise of Reconstruction soared there. Such episodes generally took the form of flagrant election tampering and terrorism by white vigilantes, including two of the ugliest outbreaks of mass political violence in American history, the legacies of which redound to this day: the New Orleans Massacre of 1866 and the Colfax Massacre of 1873, “the bloodiest single instance of racial carnage in the Reconstruction era,” according to historian Eric Foner.17

As Reconstruction buckled in Louisiana after a series of assaults by white vigilantes in 1874 and early 1875, Sheridan’s return to New Orleans stirred hopes that its promise might soar anew. This was not entirely wishful thinking. About eighteen months earlier, after a similarly bleak period of backlash and despair, Reconstruction’s prospects had risen abruptly to previously unseen heights, and the state appeared to be poised for a happy ending to this most turbulent era after all.





Chapter 1

There Is Love Enough

When construction was completed on Exposition Hall in 1871, the striking Renaissance-style edifice was a bulletin in brick and mortar from the New Orleans business elite, announcing that the city was moving on from the Civil War’s wreckage. Its “spectacular” interior space, bathed in light from nearly wall-to-wall windows, was designed to showcase the latest household and workplace products, from “magic curtains” raised and lowered with the yank of a cord, to fireproof safes and deodorizing “earth closets.” Such marvels roosted in kaleidoscopic vistas, framed by twin staircases spiraling upward to a concert hall that ranked among the nation’s grandest.1

On the evening of July 15, 1873, the so-called Unification Movement convened at Exposition Hall for a public meeting that was also something of a new-product rollout. Unification was a campaign for cooperation between black and white Louisianians backed by many leaders of the New Orleans business community. While racial brotherhood was not likely to become one of the state’s top exports, the movement had preoccupied the local press for weeks and was steadily gaining converts. A “vast throng of people” showed up for the public meeting, despite the evening’s oppressive heat. Many seemed to believe this gathering could shape the future of the state, if not the nation. A banner draped above the speaker’s platform bore the motto:

Equal Rights—One Flag—One Country—One People

The New Orleans Times reported that white people outnumbered black people in the audience four to one; the Picayune counted more black attendees, if just barely. But all agreed that for several weeks prior to the July 15 meeting, fifty white leaders had huddled periodically with fifty black leaders—at first in secret, then in public—to hammer out a program for unifying the races. Some of those leaders were seated on the speakers platform. The results of their work had been presented to the public in a series of resolutions published in newspapers under the heading “An Appeal for the Unification of the People of Louisiana.”

The jagged period since the end of the Civil War in Louisiana had been consumed in political strife and racial violence, and disfigured by a pair of mass atrocities. In July 1866, a white mob in New Orleans butchered forty-four black men and wounded over one hundred others, alerting the nation to grave unfinished business in the former Confederacy little more than a year after the war ended. In April 1873, just twelve weeks before the Unification meeting, white militiamen in the town of Colfax, Louisiana, slaughtered about seventy black men, many of whom were their prisoners.2

The Unification Appeal addressed these apocalyptic trends in its opening lines, warning that “Louisiana is now threatened with death in every vital organ of her moral, material and political being.” Blaming “unnatural divisions” for this state of affairs, the appeal also asserted “an abiding faith that there is love enough for Louisiana among her sons to unite them.”

The meeting’s first speaker was Isaac N. Marks, a prominent businessman and perhaps Unification’s chief visionary. While Marks had backed secession, and his sons fought in the Confederate Army, he believed it was time for white Southerners to accept the “accomplished facts” of black rights. Among his many civic commitments, he ran a charity that ministered to families of deceased firefighters. He now pursued a broader ministry, calling on the crowd “to lay upon the altar of our country all the prejudices of the past; to recognize all the citizens of the United States as equals before the law.” Marks asked his listeners “to unanimously ratify” the remarkable resolutions developed by leaders of both races and lately published in the press.3

In the name of unification, the resolutions called for upholding, once and for all, the political and civil rights of black Louisianians. While their rights had been written into state and federal law to some extent in the wake of the Civil War, such enactments often became dead letters in the face of white resistance. The Unification resolutions promised to combat that resistance by mobilizing a cadre of Southern white champions for black rights: “We shall advocate by speech, and pen, and deed, the equal and impartial exercise by every citizen of Louisiana of every civil and political right guaranteed by the Constitution and laws of the United States, and by the laws of honor, brotherhood and fair dealing.”

The resolutions promised a campaign for the rights of all Louisianians to frequent “places of public resort,” to travel “on all vehicles of public conveyance” on equal terms with other passengers, and to send their children to “any of our public schools.” Some resolutions even called for steps toward black economic equality, including recommendations that banks, insurance companies, and other public corporations concede black shareholders’ right to sit on boards of directors; that foundries and factories hire black mechanics and workmen; and that large landowners in rural districts sell plots to aspiring black farmers, fostering “a political conservatism which is the offspring of proprietorship.” The resolutions also promised to advocate for “an equal distribution” of public offices among black and white candidates, and condemned “all acts of violence,” with the carnage at Colfax still raw in memory.4

As Marks read the resolutions aloud, he was stopped by a shouted question from the crowd: “Will you send your children to public schools?” The Unification-friendly audience responded with “an uproar of hisses and other demonstrations,” the New Orleans Times reported.

The city desegregated its public schools to a significant extent for several years during Reconstruction, a feat that would not be matched elsewhere in the South until 1954 and was rare even in the North during the 1870s. The effort represented Louisiana’s attempt to begin implementing the schools-desegregation provision of its new state constitution, and was viewed as something of an experiment by state officials.

Intense public resistance greeted the rollout. White parents pulled their children out of the city’s public schools en masse and new, all-white private schools quickly proliferated to accommodate them. But roughly half of the white students remained in public schools with their new black classmates, and many white students who initially fled gradually returned. About a year into the experiment, overall attendance was up and racial disturbances were few in the city’s public schools, according to Thomas W. Conway, the state superintendent of education, who launched the desegregation push. “The children were simply kind to each other,” Conway reported. Even some bitter foes of the policy revised their opinions, including the conservative Daily Picayune, which reported in September 1872 that many classrooms found to be “thinly attended” during the previous school year were now “quite full.” Overall the paper detected “the strongest indications of the continued and deep affection of the people for our public school system.”5

Despite the prevailing equanimity in the city’s public schools, white anxieties about desegregation and the potential for “social equality” with black people persisted in New Orleans, as the shouted Exposition Hall comments suggested, and such feelings were much more powerful in rural Louisiana. Still, misgivings about Unification seemed to be receding in the city. The mostly white business community largely backed the movement, for pragmatic rather than humanitarian reasons, seeing it as the best way to wrest power from the alliance of Republican “carpetbaggers” and black voters that controlled the state government. “It is our only hope of salvation,” a prominent white businessman told the New Orleans Times. “The negroes, unless drawn over to us, will constantly elect carpet-baggers. Their election means increased taxation, and this means total and absolute ruin.”

While Unification championed policies cherished by the Republican Party, many Republicans were initially wary of the movement. “Is It a Trick?” editors of the New Orleans Republican asked when Unification first stirred, correctly surmising that white proponents were trying to drive a wedge between freedmen and carpetbaggers allied with them. If those pushing Unification truly backed black rights, the editors said, “Let them join the Republican Party, by whom all the rights and privileges of citizenship have been given to the negro.”6

Despite such misgivings, Unification made rapid progress in the city. The business-friendly New Orleans Times was an early booster, running interviews with movement figures in its “Round About Town” column. Unification notched another influential backer when the conservative Daily Picayune, despite its frequent complaints about “negro rule,” lavishly endorsed the movement in early June. “Let there be a union, then, on terms of the broadest liberality,” the Picayune said. “Let there be an end of prejudice and proscription, and for the future let there be no differences of opinion dividing our people except upon questions of governmental policy.”7

When the Unification resolutions were unveiled in mid-June, even the deeply skeptical editors of the New Orleans Republican let down their guard and embraced the movement. “The barriers of prejudice have been swept away by a mighty effort,” the editors gushed, while also boasting that Unification was an epic “surrender” to Republicans, a signal that the party’s mission was accomplished.8

Unification had clearly established a beachhead in New Orleans, but the Louisiana countryside was far less receptive. “[W]e abhor it in every fibre of our being,” the Ouachita Telegraph wailed, its editors proclaiming their “natural disgust” that such measures to benefit Negroes had been contemplated. The Shreveport Times also spoke from the viscera, finding the Unification movement “repulsive” and its leaders “absurdly ignorant” of sentiment in country parishes. Some Republicans sided with the critics. A correspondent in the party stronghold of Baton Rouge said Unification’s leaders promised more than they could deliver and had “no sympathizers in this district.”9

The Unification movement seemed to be banking on its biracial roster of high-profile backers to sway public opinion. None of these leading citizens was more admired than former Confederate General P. G. T. Beauregard, chairman of the movement’s Resolutions Committee, whose stature in the South approached that of the revered Robert E. Lee himself.

Pierre Gustave Toutant-Beauregard grew up on his wealthy family’s plantation in St. Bernard Parish, just south of New Orleans, an area settled by Frenchmen in colonial times that remained “fiercely French” when he was born there in 1818. Like other so-called French Creoles, Beauregard spoke French exclusively as a child and lingering traces of an accent contributed to his aura of romance. At five foot seven, 145 pounds, he was known as “Little Creole,” among other nicknames. Dark and handsome, with an olive complexion, prominent cheekbones, and large, soulful eyes, Beauregard was trailed by rumors of extramarital liaisons, “most of them baseless,” according to his biographer. An investigator looking into potential treason charges against prominent Confederates after the war discovered that Beauregard’s personal papers “consisted mainly of mash notes from the general’s female admirers.”10

Beauregard’s warm relationship with the Southern people began to blossom even before the war’s first shots were fired. After he assumed command of Confederate forces at Charleston, South Carolina, in March 1861, tasked with confronting the Union garrison at nearby Fort Sumter, it soon became clear that the local populace was smitten with its dashing new general. “It is no exaggeration to say that he was regarded as a demigod,” his biographer reports.

Beauregard worship swelled across the Confederacy after his capture of Fort Sumter and subsequent victory at Manassas, or Bull Run, in Virginia. He was the South’s first great hero of the Civil War. Newspapers extolled his grit and peerless generalship, although Sumter had largely been a fireworks display—with no casualties—and Manassas was an accidental victory, achieved despite “grave errors” by Beauregard that could have brought disaster. An astute Richmond editor dubbed him Beauregard Felix, affixing the Latin word for lucky to his name.11

Babies were named after Beauregard, as were steamboats, racehorses, and a silk cape for women. After the war, his fame doubtless helped him find a level of success in business that eluded many career soldiers. He also weighed invitations to serve in foreign armies, an
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