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“The method of force which hides itself in secrecy is a method as old as humanity. The kind of thing that men are afraid or ashamed to do openly, and by day, they accomplish secretly, masked, and at night. The method has certain advantages. It uses Fear to cast out Fear; it dares things at which open method hesitates; it may with a certain impunity attack the high and the low; it need hesitate at no outrage of maiming or murder; it shields itself in the mob mind and then throws over all a veil of darkness which becomes glamor. It attracts people who otherwise could not be reached. It harnesses the mob.”

 

—W. E. B. Du Bois, 1935
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A Note to the Reader

In the pages of this book, you will meet people who lived during the years that followed the Civil War, a time known as Reconstruction. These people come from a variety of backgrounds. You will read the stories of the Ku Klux Klansmen and their victims from a variety of sources, including congressional testimony, interviews, and historical journals, diaries, and newspapers.

Wherever possible, I have let the people of the past speak in their own voices. Some of these people use crude language. No matter how difficult it is to see the offensive words in print, I have made no attempt to censor these historical statements.

You will see images from pictorial newspapers such as Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper and other sources. These images depict people, events, and viewpoints of the time. Some of the depictions are caricatured and are racially offensive. I deeply regret any offense or hurt caused by the images, but again I have chosen not to censor.

You will also meet former slaves who were interviewed more than seventy years after the end of the Civil War. These interviews are commonly referred to as the Slave Narratives. Most of these men and women were children or young adults in their teens and early twenties when the Civil War ended, and were in their eighties and nineties when interviewed by government reporters in the late 1930s.

The government reporters—mostly white men and women—were instructed to transcribe or write the words in a way that reflected the inteviewee’s speech patterns. As a result, some of the dialect may be dificult to read. Even so, I have chosen not to alter the interviews or transpose the dialect into standardized English.


CHAPTER 1

“Bottom Rail Top”

In the spring of 1865, as rain softened the hard ground, plenty of work was found for every pair of hands on the Williams plantation in Camden, Arkansas, despite the Civil War, which was still raging at the end of its fourth year.

Field hands chopped away old withered cotton stalks to make room for this year’s seeds. Plow hands hitched mules to plows and furrowed the fields, turning over mile after mile of rich black dirt. Other slaves followed the plow, sowing the seeds and working manure into the furrows and building up the cotton beds.

Near the Big House, slave children worked in groups, too, stooping over vegetable garden rows, pulling weeds, plucking insects from the green shoots, harvesting the early vegetables, and readying the damp earth for the warm-season seeds.
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In this illustration, called The Rising Generation, children climb fence rails that represent the upper, middle, and bottom economic classes of Southern society.


Albion Winegar Tourgée, The Invisible Empire



 

Inside the Big House, there was plenty of work, too. For fourteen-year-old Mittie Williams, who 
worked as a house slave, there was Miss Eliza to tend to. Ever since Old Master died—in the South, use of the word old indicated respect for the person’s years—Mittie had become the elderly woman’s constant companion. “She skeered to stay by herself,” Mittie recalled seventy-two years later.
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A war artist for Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper depicts invading Yankee soldiers plundering a Southern farm as they forage for food.


Library of Congress



 

Miss Eliza had reason to be afraid. Like most white Southerners, she would have known that the Confederacy was disintegrating and that Yankees were sweeping over the South. Frightening tales traveled from plantation to plantation, telling how Yankee soldiers were ransacking houses, turning the air thick with feathers as they ripped 
open mattresses and beds, searching for guns and silver and other valuables. How the Yankees swarmed over fields, stealing horses and hogs and chickens and molasses and flour, leaving little to eat. How the roads were littered with wasted carcasses of hogs and cattle. To Miss Eliza and other white Southerners, the Yankees were blue devils, determined to destroy the South, to starve out the Rebels and ruin their property, leaving them broken and destitute.

House slaves such as Mittie often overheard their masters and other white people holding political conversations and discussing the progress of the Civil War. Whatever news the slaves picked up about the “Freedom War,” as they called it, they were quick to pass on to others along the “grapevine telegraph.” The grapevine telegraph carried news, gossip, and rumors as it wound its way informally from person to person, plantation to plantation.

Some rumors were true. It was through the grapevine telegraph that many slaves had learned about the Emancipation Proclamation, which President Abraham Lincoln had signed two years earlier, on January 1, 1863. The Emancipation Proclamation decreed that all slaves in the eleven Rebel states and their territories were free. Two years later, in January 1865, as Northern victory became inevitable, Congress passed the Thirteenth Amendment, a law that abolished slavery everywhere in the United States and granted Congress the power to enforce the amendment. (It would take nearly a year for Congress to ratify, or formally adopt the Thirteenth Amendment.)

And enforce the amendment the Union army did. Mittie might have heard how the Yankees marched throughout the South, acting as an army of liberation, telling the slaves they were free—as free as any white person. Although many white Northerners did not favor racial equality, most supported emancipation, because as one Union soldier from Illinois wrote his parents, “Slavery stands in the way of putting down the rebellion.” By freeing the slaves and ruining plantations, the Yankees were waging total war, destroying the South’s agricultural economy and bringing the Rebels to their knees on the home front.
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“I never, in my life, felt more certain that I was doing right, than I do in signing this paper,” said Lincoln about the Emancipation Proclamation. “If my name ever goes into history it will be for this act, and my whole soul is in it.” The Proclamation did not free the slaves in the border states that sided with the Union.


Library of Congress





In the last days of fighting, Confederate leaders warned white Southerners that if the South lost the war, the slaves would rule over their former masters and other whites. This false rumor was scare talk, intended to whip white Southerners into a state of great fear and make them hate the Yankees even more, but many white Southerners believed it could happen.
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With great emotion, black Union soldiers liberate slaves on a North Carolina plantation.


Harper’s Weekly, January 23, 1864; Library of Congress



 

Some rumors were half-truths, as when the slaves heard that the federal government intended to give black families forty acres carved out of their former master’s land, as well as a mule, just as soon as the North won the war. “We heard that lots of slaves was getting land and some mules to set up for theirselves,” recalled Mittie.

In reality, the government had passed a special order that would have permitted some slave families to rent confiscated land, parcels up to forty acres in size for three years, with the possibility to buy. As the news traveled, slave men and women grew excited about the crops they’d raise to eat and to sell and the homes they’d build once they had their land. But the allocation of land had hardly begun before the federal government revoked the special order.

Despite her fear of the Yankees, Miss Eliza granted Mittie and her father permission to go fishing one Sunday in April. No sooner had Mittie cast her line into the river than cannons began to boom in the distance.

Right away, Mittie’s father knew what the thundering cannons meant. “Pappy jumps up, throws down his pole and everything, and grabs my hand and starts flying towards the house,” recalled Mittie. “‘It’s victory,’ he keep on saying. ‘It’s freedom. Now we’se gwine be free.’”

Victory came on April 9, 1865, the day that the Confederate general Robert E. Lee surrendered his army to Ulysses S. Grant, commander of the Union army, at Appomattox Court House, a village in Virginia. As news of Lee’s surrender spread through the Union army camps, wild jubilation broke out among Yankee soldiers.

Cannons all over boomed, signaling the fall of the Confederacy. Within a few weeks, the remaining Confederate generals all surrendered.
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On April 9, 1865, the Confederate general Robert E. Lee (right) surrenders to the Union general Ulysses S. Grant (left).


Currier and Ives, Library of Congress



 

The war that had seemed endless was over, and with it, two hundred and fifty years of bondage for black Americans were also over.

 

Slavery had mocked the ideals of a nation 
dedicated to freedom and equality. Now as the United States faced Reconstruction, or the work of putting the country back together, it had the chance to live up to its creed.

It wouldn’t be easy. Racism was deeply embedded in white society in the North as well as the South. It would take many years for white Americans to understand what freedom meant for black Americans. For two hundred and fifty years, white people had occupied the top rails in society, and black people, the bottom rail.

It would be especially difficult in the South, where most black people lived. There, they were understood only as an inferior race, as property that could be bought and sold and exploited in order to produce wealth for white people.

Most white Southerners believed that God created black people for the special purpose of working and serving white people. To them, the thought of racial equality was immoral because it violated God’s plan. “Such equality does not in fact exist and never can,” explained a Georgia state supreme court judge in 1869. “The God of nature made it otherwise. . . . From the tallest archangel in heaven to the meanest reptile on earth, moral and social inequities exist, and must continue to exist throughout all eternity.”

Even after the Confederacy’s surrender, many white Southerners felt certain that black people still had to belong to someone. “If they don’t belong to me, whose are they?” asked one white woman from Virginia about her former slaves.

“’Course she is our nigger,” said a Missouri woman to her husband about their seventeen-year-old house slave. “She is as much our nigger now as she was the day you bought her two years ago and paid fifteen hundred dollars for her.”

Most white Southern families did not own slaves. Those who did—about one out of every four families—felt anger at the loss of their valuable human property. Before the war, each slave was worth about one thousand dollars, or thirteen thousand dollars today. The average slaveholder owned between one and nine slaves, and some of the wealthiest planters owned hundreds. 
Many slaveholders expected the federal government to compensate them for their great monetary loss.

The wife of an Alabama planter bitterly described her family’s situation. “We had all our earnings swept away,” wrote Victoria Clayton. “The Government of the United States has the credit of giving the black man his freedom, while it was at the expense of the Southern people.”
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This 1865 photograph of ruined houses shows the total destruction that some planters suffered in Savannah, Georgia, possibly as a result of the Union bombardment or General Sherman’s campaign, known as the “march to the sea.”


Library of Congress



 

A Mississippi planter described the devastation that he and other planters suffered in addition to the loss of their slaves. “We came out of the war utterly broken up,” said Samuel Gholson, a former Confederate brigadier general and slaveholder. “We lost all our stock; the slaves were emancipated; on a great many plantations houses and fencing were burned; and we were out of provisions, and at least ninety-nine men out of a hundred in debt; having nothing left but our land.”

White Southerners such as Victoria Clayton and Samuel Gholson did not consider the financial losses suffered by generations of slave families. All told, some modern historians estimate that slaves lost a total $3.4 billion worth of unpaid labor, or more than $17 billion today. Other scholars estimate the loss as much higher, possibly $1.4 trillion or $4.7 trillion, respectively.

As Samuel Gholson points out, all many planters and farmers had left was their land, and as they regarded their fields, they 
worried about their future and getting back on their feet financially. Slave labor had raised more than half of the tobacco crops, three-quarters of the cotton, and nearly all of the rice, sugar, and hemp. Now that the slaves were freed, who would cultivate and harvest the hundreds of thousands of acres, and how much would it cost? Most planters and farmers had no cash or sources of credit to pay wages. The war had made their Confederate money worthless. On top of these losses, the Confederate states owed $712 million in war debts.
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During the war the Confederacy printed paper money, as shown here. By the spring of 1864, it took forty-six dollars to buy an item that had cost one dollar at the start of the war in 1861. By the war’s end, Confederate money was nearly worthless.


Library of Congress



 

White Southerners who had not owned slaves also worried about their future. Some of these people lived in towns and ran stores or businesses, but most were yeoman farmers or farmers who owned small plots of land. Before the war, these small farmers had aspired to own larger farms and to acquire slaves in order to produce more crops, which would in turn increase their wealth. Now these men would compete with the freed people over land and cash crops.

The lowest class of white Southerners consisted of poor, unskilled laborers who owned no land and worked for other white 
people. These whites feared that black people might take their jobs.
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In this caricatured engraving, Yankee soldiers liberate slaves at a planter’s house. White Southerners feared that liberation would turn the social order upside down.


Harper’s Weekly, April 4, 1863; Library of Congress



 

In the eyes of most white Southerners, emancipation threatened to turn their society upside down, with black people on top and white people on the bottom. They also feared that black people would get grand ideas, thinking that freedom made them as good as—or even better than—white people. Rumors spread about black people who flaunted their freedom and new station. Four months after surrender, Harper’s Weekly reported a gleeful reaction from a black Union soldier who spotted his former master among a group of Confederate prisoners. “Hello, massa,” he shouted. “Bottom rail top dis time.”

The soldier’s flagrant disregard for racial etiquette likely outraged his former master: in the South a black person was forbidden to speak 
to a white person unless spoken to first, let alone flaunt his freedom and his new station. To many white Southerners, this small violation of racial etiquette would have reinforced their greatest fear: the bottom rail was on top.

A former slave from Texas remembered the warning about wounded white pride that his father had given him near the war’s end, when he was eighteen. “My father kept pointing out that the War wasn’t going to last forever,” recalled Martin Jackson, “but that our forever was going to be spent living among the Southerners, after they got licked.”

President Abraham Lincoln called for a swift and lenient Reconstruction. “With malice toward none; with charity for all,” President Lincoln had offered in his second inaugural address just a few weeks before Lee’s surrender. “Let us strive . . . to bind up the nation’s wounds [and to achieve] a just, and a lasting peace.”

But Lincoln would not live to guide the country through Reconstruction and a just and lasting peace. Just five days after Lee’s surrender, a Southern sympathizer gunned down the president.
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Abraham Lincoln was shot on April 14, 1865, and died the next morning. That day, Vice President Andrew Johnson took the oath as president.


Library of Congress
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“I ’lect [recollect] Uncle Charlie Burns what drive de buggy for Massa Charles, come runnin’ out in de yard and holler, ‘Everybody free, everybody free,’ and purty soon sojers comes and de captain reads a ’mation [proclamation]. And Law me, dat one time Massa Charley can’t open he mouth, ’cause de captain tell him to shut up, dat he’d do de talkin’. Den de captain say, ‘I come to tell you de slaves is free and you don’t have to call nobody master no more.’”


 

—Sarah Ford. Ford was about fifteen the day the Yankees arrived on the Texas plantation. In 1936 she recalled that her master didn’t like her father, because “he had spirit.” Her spirited father immediately borrowed a wagon, loaded up his family, and moved to another part of Texas, where he built a cabin on a patch of land.

Library of Congress
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ﬂtﬁtrmﬁ, On the Twenty-Sccond day of September, in the year of our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Si
PAY UTRE7 Proclamation was issued by the President of the United States, containing, among other things, the following, to wit:
“That on the First day of January, in the year of our Lord One Thousand Big lirce, all persons held as Slaves
within any State, or designated part of a State, the people whercof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then,
thenceforth, and FOREVER FREE, and the Executive Goverument of the United States, including the Military and Naval Authiorities thereof, will recognise and maintain
the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or. ucts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any cfforts they may make for their actual frecdom.
“That the Exceutive will, on the First day of Jaiwary aforesaid, by proclamation, designate the States and parts of States, if any, in which the people thercof
respectively shall then be in rebellion against the United States, and the fact that any State, or the people thercof, shall on that day be in good faith represented in
the Congress of the United States by members chosen thercto at clections wherein a majority of the qualificd voters of such State shall have participated, shall, in the

5.

absence of strong countervailing testimony, be deemed conclusive cvidence that such State and the people thereof are not then in rebellion against the United

4t i, Fherefore, I, ABRAHAM LINCOLN, presiet oF 11 rtuc of the power in me vested as

Commander-in-Chiet of the Army and Pavy of the Mnited States in time of actual armed rebellion against the authority and government of the United States,
and as @ fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this First day of January, in the year of our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and
Sixty-Three, and in accordance with my purpose 0 to do, publicly proclaim for the full period of one hundred days from the day of the first above-mentioned order,
and designate, as the States and parts of States wherein the people thercof respecti in rebellion against the United States, the following, to wit: —
Arkansas, Toxas, Louisiana, (cxcept the Parishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, Jefferson, St. St. Charles, St. James, Ascension, Assumption, Terre Bonne, La Fourche,
St. Mary. the City of Orleans,) Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia, (cxcept the
forty-cight counties designated as West Virginia, and also the counties of Berkeley, Accomae, Northampton, Elizabeth City, York, Princess Ann, and Norfolk, including the
cities of Norfolk and Portsmouth,) and which excepted parts are for the present left precisely as if this Proclamation were not issued.
And by virtue of the power and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and declare that ALL PERSONS HELD AS SLAVES
of States an,

St. Martin, and Orleans, includin;

in said designated States and parts
wrowwan SHALL BE FREE ! and that the Exceutive Government of the United States, including the Military and Naval Authorities thereof,
will recognize and maintain the freedom of said persons.

And T her

XD HE:

enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence, vstess 1y X
when allowed, they LABOR FAITHFULLY FOR REASONABLE WAGES.

FCESSARY SEL

and I recommend to them that in all cases,

Aund I further declare and make known that such persons of suitable condition will. be received into the armed service of the United States, to garrison forts, positionrs,
stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service.
Aud upon this uct, sincercly believed to be ax act or susticy, warranted by the Constitution, upon military necessity, I invoke the consideraté: judgment of mankind

and the gracious favor of Avsianty Gop!
¥ Testiony Wibeest, 1 have hereunto st suy wame, ad cansed the seol of the United States to be afied.

Dowe at the Cirx or Wasmixarox, s Fint day of January, in the Year of our Lord One Thowsand Eigt Handred and Sicty-Three, and. of the Independence of the United
(.8 States the Eighty Secenth.

By the President,

Secretary of State.

PYBUSNED BT 86 RUSSCLLE C*S5 CORNWIL BOSTON.
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