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Foreword

The two-volume set Before Obama: A Reappraisal of Black Reconstruction Era Politicians, edited by Matthew Lynch, is a unique examination of a long-neglected area of black activity and scholarship. He is to be highly praised for his insightful work. The authors who have contributed to each volume have shown a remarkable ability to write of the past in the present with an eye to the future.

The Reconstruction Era was a brief but important period in American history. At no other time had so many transformations in the social conditions and prospects of millions of people brought about such total reconfiguring of the nation. Recently freed blacks had hoped for redemption, and it was as if some divine power had reached down, after turbulent years of dispute and war, to save the nearly four-and-a-half million blacks who had been enslaved. Black men took the opportunity that had been afforded them by the presence of the Union army in the South; the passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments; and the progressive state constitutions that had been written after the Civil War to express themselves politically.

Over the years there have been many books written about the Reconstruction Era, which lasted a bare twelve years, from l865 to 1877. When one considers that the civil rights movement is considered to have run thirteen years, from l955 to the death of Martin Luther King Jr. in l968, it seems that the nation has the ability to show conscious staying power in the quest for progress for only a short span of time. It is good to see that Professor Lynch has given us a well-thought-out outline of the Reconstruction period and shown an appreciation for the details of the time. He has gathered a brilliant group of authors.

The Reconstruction has long been considered one of the greatest moments in America’s history. Yet the Reconstruction was a time of tremendous political contradiction and social chaos. There were those who believed, even after the war, that slavery should have been allowed to continue. Others felt that the enslavement of blacks was one of the lowest points in human history and that the fact that it had been abolished meant that the United States was on the road to sanity. The upheaval, however, of blacks was profoundly historic because more than four million people who had been locked in perpetual slavery just a few years earlier were now free to make a life for themselves. The fact that some saw participation in the legal and the political system of the American society as a part of their regular duty as human beings was a remarkable tilt toward natural wisdom.

The election of 1868 was the first one in the United States where tens of thousands of black men (women still did not have the right to vote) went to the polls to elect hundreds of other black men to run the government in the country. Immediately, the issues of an integrated polity came to the front of the discourse over the future of the country. Was it possible that black men, recently enslaved, could sit in the state legislatures and the U.S. Congress with white men? There were three constituencies of the Republican Party during 1868: the carpetbaggers, who had arrived in the South from the North with all of their belongings in a carpet bag; the scoundrels of the Upper South, who were small-time farmers eager to receive advantages from the Republican Party; and the freed blacks. Of the thousand people elected to the state legislatures in l868, almost 300 of them were blacks.

What we have learned in this deeply insightful work is that these black men performed as well as any other men in the legislative halls. They knew precisely what had to be done to change the conditions of the poor, destitute, and uneducated populations. In several states in the South, blacks constituted almost 50 percent of the population. For example, in Georgia, Alabama, and Florida the black population made up 46 percent, 47 percent, and 48 percent of the total population, respectively. More tellingly, blacks constituted more than 50 percent of the population in South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana. In fact, each of these states had more blacks than whites.

The narrative of political action by blacks is written in the courage of the men who were able to extend the dream of a liberal economy and socially equal society through their participation in the political process. In Lynch’s Before Obama: A Reappraisal of Black Reconstruction Era Politicians, the authors have provided us with critical new insights into the historic movement that produced black elected politicians long before Barack Obama.

Molefi Kete Asante
Author, The African American People


Preface

Between 1865 and 1877, about 2,000 blacks held elective and appointed offices in the South, but these men faced astounding odds. From 1870 to 1891, twenty-two black men were elected to the U.S. Congress. They were belittled as corrupt and inadequate by their white political opponents, who used legislative trickery, libel, bribery, and brutal intimidation of their constituents to rob these black lawmakers of their bases of support. A few, such as the senator from Mississippi, Blanche K. Bruce, are well known, but most have languished in obscurity. In addition, when modern historians have profiled them, they are often used as scapegoats for the utter disaster that was Reconstruction.

Before Obama: A Reappraisal of Black Reconstruction Era Politicians examines the leadership and contributions of black politicians during the Reconstruction Era. This collection of biographical essays profiles diverse men whose efforts during Reconstruction should not be overlooked. This two-volume set provides an intimate look at the elected and appointed black officials of the Reconstruction Era, illuminating how they fostered the development of a parallel civil society within black communities. In addition, it explains how their contributions set the stage for the civil rights movement and the world’s consciousness of the need for equality. If these brave souls had not found the courage to stand, the election of President Barack Obama would not have been possible.

By examining each politician on a case-by-case basis, the book points out the contributions each made, what changes he encouraged, and ways he set the stage for the future. The essays also examine what may have gone wrong during his term in office and why history has judged him the way it has, as well as dispelling the myths surrounding each politician. This book introduces information that will allow historians and laypeople alike to reappraise this era of purported “Negro Misrule.” Also notable is the fact that these politicians have been ignored in history textbooks.

Before Obama: A Reappraisal of Black Reconstruction Era Politicians provides an avenue and framework for the reintroduction of these men to the nation. It is my hope that America embraces the opportunity to receive background information on the men who laid the groundwork for the election of future black politicians. History has judged these men by the color of their skin and not by the content of their characters, but this two-volume set hopes to redress some of the misdirected accusations. The accomplishments of these politicians will not be forgotten. From reading these volumes, I hope that readers come to one simple conclusion: it was not the intellectual abilities of these men that held them back; it was racism, manifested through federal and state legislation.

Before Obama: A Reappraisal of Black Reconstruction Era Politicians is comprised of two volumes. Volume 1 is Legacies Lost: The Life and Times of John R. Lynch and His Political Contemporaries. Volume 2 is Black Reconstruction Era Politicians: The Fifteenth Amendment in Flesh and Blood. The structure of Volume 1 is unique because it revolves around the life and times of John R. Lynch, who was a justice of the peace and a Mississippi U.S. congressman during Reconstruction. This concentration on Lynch is used as a lens to examine his political contemporaries. Lynch was a close friend of Blanche Kelso Bruce, George A. Myers, and James Hill, and an acquaintance of Hiram Revels. Five biographical and historical essays are devoted to his Reconstruction experiences, with the remainder of Volume 1 being intimate biographical essays about his close friends, acquaintances, and contemporaries. Their collective experiences paint an illuminating portrait of black Reconstruction Era politicians.

Lynch’s many publications, including Reminiscences of an Active Life: The Autobiography of John R. Lynch (published posthumously), Some Historical Errors of James Ford Rhodes, More about the Historical Errors of James Ford Rhodes, and The Facts of Reconstruction are primary sources on the subject of Reconstruction. Lynch’s correspondence with George A. Myers and the correspondence between Myers and James Ford Rhodes are other important primary sources. For about two years, Myers mediated a debate on Reconstruction between Rhodes and Lynch through their correspondence.

Volume 2, Black Reconstruction Era Politicians: The Fifteenth Amendment in Flesh and Blood, is an extension of Volume 1 in that it continues with intimate biographical essays of black Reconstruction Era politicians. As the title of the volume suggests, they were considered “the Fifteenth Amendment in flesh and blood,” the words used by abolitionist Wendell Phillips when introducing the first black U.S. senator, Hiram Revels. As these biographical essays further illustrate, black Reconstruction Era politicians did much to ameliorate the conditions of their race. They were exceptional men who lived during an exceptional time.

Unfortunately, they were too far ahead of their time to be appreciated. Yet they pioneered paths to power and influence that modern black politicians tread today, walking inexorably in the footsteps these towering figures left behind as a legacy to the future.
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Introduction

Matthew Lynch

In 1863 President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, immediately freeing slaves in the Union-held areas of the Confederacy and ushering in a new era in U.S. history (Rabinowitz 1982). This invigorated the newly manumitted slaves, closed the door on English and French intervention on behalf of the South, changed the war’s aim from preserving the Union to fighting for justice, and raised a bevy of questions concerning what would become of the economically and politically decimated South once their dependency on slaves could no longer be sustained.

The trauma and chaos experienced during the Civil War and the repercussions that followed were unparalleled in our nation’s history. Not only was there necessary readjustments for millions of freed slaves and their former owners, but there was a void of educational and employment opportunities in preparation for emancipation (H. Christopher 1964). The assassination of President Lincoln added to the chaos and confusion.

As students of history debate the Reconstruction years and their effects, the objectivity of their primary sources is often questionable. For instance, James S. Pike, the Maine journalist, questioned the conduct of black Reconstruction politicians and decried their general lack of decorum in the management of public affairs. Pike included selectively edited information and hearsay about specific incidents to support his argument, rather than rigorous scholarship. He blamed the Grant administration and black politicians for the failure of Reconstruction (Pike 1873). Some historians have even gone so far as to claim that blacks, who were considered to be troublemakers in the South, were responsible for much of the dreadful conditions and corruption that developed after emancipation. Writers often maintained that this was why many whites felt compelled to apply tactics of economic pressure, social intimidation, and violence in order to save the Southern states from black leadership.

James Ford Rhodes declared that Reconstruction gratified ignorant blacks, white Southerners who were easily bribed, and opportunists who flocked from the North. Apparently, from Rhodes’s vantage point, nothing good came from this period for those who did not fall into one of these categories (Cruden 1961). To such thinkers, emancipation merely lifted the constraints that once kept blacks “in their place.” It played into the perception of some whites that blacks, who were thought to be highly emotional and excitable by nature, squandered their opportunities to earn financial freedom by “spending their last piece of money for a drink of whisky” (Franklin 1980) while they were aided and abetted by corrupt whites.

Between 1865 and 1877, about 2,000 blacks held elective and appointed offices in the South, but these men faced overwhelming opposition. From 1870 to 1891, twenty-two of these men were elected to the U.S. Congress. Contrary to propaganda about Reconstruction history, these politicians did not obtain their positions as a result of trickery or federal bayonets. Congressional Reconstruction made the election of these men possible.

There was a tremendous onus on black leaders of the newly manumitted slaves to make political concessions and align themselves with Unionists and Republicans with vested interests and white constituencies. All of the black Reconstruction congressmen were Republicans, which can be attributed to allegiance to the party that freed them from bondage. The majority of them remained Republicans for life and urged their black supporters to cast their votes for white Republican candidates as well. This was not always beneficial. They had to figure out the black man and black woman’s place in the world of politics, shape the opinions of uneducated, mostly illiterate freedmen into a popular consensus, and at the same time fulfill stringent political duties.

In addition, they had to deal with the fact that many people wanted them to fail. They were met with unfair criticism, sabotage, acrimony, and disrespect. When Senator Hiram Revels of Mississippi—the first black man to serve in Congress—circuited the country in 1871, he was introduced as the “Fifteenth Amendment in flesh and blood” (M. Christopher 1976, 9). On January 20, 1870, the Mississippi state legislature chose Revels to occupy the U.S. Senate seat previously held by Albert Brown (Middleton 2002, 320), but his tenure was brief. When his appointment expired the next year, James Alcorn, a former Confederate general, was given the seat for a full six-year term. Revel’s ouster represented Republican-engineered efforts to reinstate the South into the Union by appointing some of its prominent sons to office (McPherson 2002, 138–46; McPherson 1988, 562–63).

In the face of all this, the black congressmen epitomized boldness and resilience. They often spearheaded elections that were met with resistance and voter intimidation, yet they managed to persevere. With charisma, they dealt with the needs of their constituencies, regardless of race, and spoke earnestly for laws that guaranteed the civil rights of all men. With all their talents and accomplishments, black congressmen were never allowed to gain the same power or influence as their white colleagues. However, despite the impediments that were placed in their way, they still played a pivotal role in Reconstruction politics. Their service to American democracy was invaluable.

Educational Backgrounds

Black congressmen collectively were well educated. Before the Civil War, it was illegal to teach blacks how to read and write. This law was enacted as a means of control, because it was believed that restricting the literacy of slaves would increase their dependency on their slave masters. However, many educated free slaves and whites opened schools in urban areas to educate slaves, even though they knew that they would face harsh punishment if caught. Many of the Reconstruction politicians who were born in urban areas received an education.

Hiram Revels received an education in one of the two schools for black children in North Carolina. Recounting his days there, Revels is quoted as stating, “Together with the other colored youths [I] was fully and successfully instructed by our able and accomplished teacher in all branches of learning.” An education beyond high school was generally not open to black men prior to the Civil War. “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” (Franklin 1970). Revels went on to attend seminary and received a college education in the North prior to becoming the nation’s first black U.S. senator.

Former slaves received reading and math instruction during and after the Civil War as adults. The Freedman’s Bureau funded educational institutions and, by 1870, nearly 250,000 black students had been educated in 4,000 schools throughout the South (Lawson 1960, 8). John R. Lynch, who went on to become a prominent black politician during Reconstruction, attended night school in Natchez (Franklin and Moss 2000, 257).

Washington Experiences

Prior to becoming politicians, many of these men, especially those who were free prior to the Civil War, were successful in other fields. Seven of the black congressmen were teachers, and five worked as school administrators. Others were ministers, farmers, and store owners (Franklin and Moss 2000, 257). However, in the Washington, D.C., area, these congressmen were the impetus for the formation of one of the most elite black communities of the period.

After the Civil War, the country’s most educated and wealthy blacks settled in the Washington area in an attempt to escape the racial violence of the South and the passive aggressiveness of whites in the North (Whyte 1958, 242–43). Blanche Kelso Bruce’s family was the most famous of the area’s black elite, having purchased a home in the city’s exclusive Mount Vernon community. Bruce’s wealth was primarily a result of his massive real estate holdings.

Black Reconstruction politicians were the toast of the black community, and they socialized at the highest levels of the “Black 400,” which was an exclusive club of wealthy, educated blacks in and around Washington, D.C. (Whyte 1958, 242–43). However, this did not shield them from the widespread discrimination that all blacks experienced during this period. Joseph Rainey chronicled the second-class treatment that he and his black colleagues were given during their stay in the nation’s capital. Rainey reported that black congressmen paid higher rent and higher prices in eating establishments (Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong., 1st Sess. 1873, 344). “Why is it that colored members of Congress cannot enjoy the same immunities that are accorded to white members?” Rainey 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” (Baron 1874, 3).

Black congressmen also were relatively isolated in their respective governmental bodies. Only a few served together during their tenures in Congress. The acme of black participation in Reconstruction politics came in the Forty-Fourth Congress, which was controlled by the Democrats. The Forty-Fourth Congress had seven black Reconstruction politicians in the House, and B. K. Bruce was the lone senator (Blaine 1886, 515). However, these men were reduced to a sideshow by Democrats, who treated them more like carnival attractions than the capable colleagues they were (Blaine 1886, 515). By the same token, the black congressmen generally garnered high praise from their Republican colleagues. Speaker of the House James G. Blaine 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” (Congressional Record, House, 43rd Cong., 1st Sess. 1874, 376). Senator Roscoe Conkling of New York escorted Senator Bruce to his swearing-in after his official escort refused to do so. This began a lifelong relationship between the two men. Conkling also mentored Bruce and taught him Senate procedure.

Although debates on the House and Senate floors remained relatively civil, black Reconstruction politicians were still treated unequally. Richard Cain once decried the way black Reconstruction congressmen were treated: “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; I have two of them. I have two eyes, two nostrils, one mouth, and 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” (Canon, Nelson, and Stewart 2002).

Committee Service

Black Reconstruction politicians were routinely given low-ranking committee seats and rarely accrued any seniority. For example, Joseph Rainey, the longest-serving black congressman during Reconstruction, did not garner any key committee assignments or rank on the committees to which he was assigned during his nine years in Congress. Richard Cain and Robert Smalls, who served on various committees, including the prestigious Agriculture Committee, were the only black congressmen who managed to secure any assignments of note (Rundquist 1969, 787–807).

One of the contributing factors to the inability of black Reconstruction politicians to secure prominent committee assignments was the brevity of their legislative careers, which consequently did not allow them to accrue any seniority. However, this does not fully explain their inability to procure prominent committee assignments. The practice of length of service as the only determinant of the congressional committee hierarchy began in the Senate in the 1840s and in the House during Reconstruction. This practice continued until the early 1900s, when seniority as the primary determinant of committee hierarchy ceased (Canon, Nelson, and Stewart 2002).

One major theory concerning the inability of black Reconstruction politicians to secure prominent committee assignments involves the leaders of the Republican Party. The leadership of the Republican Party continuously assigned Rainey, for example, to a rank lower than his seniority suggested. Most saliently, he was the lowest-ranking member of the select committee on the Freedman’s Bank in the Forty-Fourth Congress, despite the fact that he had more years of service that any other person on that committee. No black congressman ever chaired a House Standing Committee (Canon, Nelson, and Stewart 2002).

The House and Senate Education and Labor Committees were the most regularly assigned committees for black Reconstruction congressman. Five men had seats on the House Education Committee and were outspoken in their support of the sale of publically owned land in the South to fund public education (M. Christopher 1976, 9). The congressmen on the other side of this controversy believed that the federal funding of education would impede states’ rights.

Josiah Walls, who spoke fervently in support of federally funding education, believed that if the South were left to provide for the education of blacks, they would not act in the best interests of their former property. “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!” (Osthaus 1976). Joseph Rainey was so anxious to fund schools for blacks that he pushed for a one-dollar tax at the polls, which would have been counterproductive since it would have disenfranchised the newly freed slaves. Rainey asked, “Do you suppose I want my two children hindered in the enjoyment of educational opportunities in this country, merely on account of their color when we are taxed to support those schools?” (Osthaus 1976).

Because of sabotage and racism, many black Reconstruction politicians found it difficult to establish a legislative agenda. For example, black congressmen during Reconstruction had a desire to reimburse depositors in the Freedman’s Bank. Congress established the bank in 1865 to assist the freed slaves in managing their assets, but corruption and mismanagement forced the bank to close in 1874. The bank once held over $57 million dollars in deposits (Graham 2006, 5–7). Congress appointed three commissioners to reimburse depositors, but they failed to adequately carry out this task. The bank’s failure and the fact that many depositors were never reimbursed crippled black business in America, and these effects were felt until the late 1890s.

Almost all black Reconstruction politicians who introduced legislation to fairly compensate the depositors of the defunct Freedman’s Bank failed miserably. Even the mighty B. K. Bruce, who headed the Select Committee to Investigate the Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company in 1879, could not help (Graham 2006, 5–7). Bruce’s committee was unable to entreat the Senate to reimburse the depositor, but he used some of his vast financial holdings as well as his political weight to raise funds to reimburse the depositors a pittance of their money, which was a symbolic gesture to lift black America’s morale.

After Reconstruction ended in 1870, Southern states instituted a system of cultural and legal disenfranchisement of blacks. They created a supposed “separate but equal” society, which precluded the possibility of blacks being elected to public office, while the federal government sat by and watched. Those who dared to oppose the growing zeitgeist were met with violence, voter fraud, and disenfranchisement laws at the local, state, and federal levels (Franklin 1980). Instead of continuing to be the champion of the freedmen, a more radical breed of Republican merged. They were no longer the idealized Republicans that fought for the civil rights of blacks; they were only concerned with promoting their own business interests in the Industrial Revolution. This allowed Southern whites the opportunity to reap the benefits of Jim Crow laws.

Between 1887 and 1901, only five blacks served in Congress, and the two major parties in Congress were ambivalent toward passing laws that ameliorated the suffering of blacks in America. From 1901 to 1929, not a single black was elected to Congress. In 1929, the banishment of blacks from Congress ended when Oscar De Priest was elected. During the early to mid-1900s, blacks made up an increasing percentage of Congress. However, with the coming of the civil rights movement, this changed and, as their membership grew, their ability to effect positive change in the black community blossomed (Franklin and Moss 2000, 157).

Black Reconstruction Politicians: A Reappraisal

Black Reconstruction politicians made great strides toward ameliorating the conditions of their black brothers and sisters. They were instrumental in the writing and creation of the Civil Rights Act of 1875. The legislative agendas of black Reconstruction politicians collectively included three main goals: education, enforcing civil rights, and enabling economic self-sufficiency. From 1869 to 1901, twenty-two black men served in the U.S. Congress, two of them as senators (Lawson 1960). Sixteen black Republicans from seven Southern states were served as representatives of Congress between 1869 and 1875: six from South Carolina; three each from Alabama and Mississippi; and one each from Florida, Louisiana, Georgia, and North Carolina.

Among them were lawmakers John R. Lynch, Blanche K. Bruce, Robert B. Elliott, Robert Smalls, and Hiram Revels (Thornborough 1972). During his tenure in the Mississippi House of Representatives and the U.S. Congress, John Roy Lynch was increasingly concerned with the plight of blacks and the political health of the South. He was active in authoring and promoting legislation related to the state of Mississippi. Lynch’s actions, and those of his black political cohorts, were the focus of a bevy of criticism from their white counterparts (Franklin 1970). In order to understand how people and historians view John R. Lynch and black politicians from the Reconstruction period, one must research the racial zeitgeist of the period. Even after the Civil War, blacks were generally thought of as inferior and incompetent. When blacks were elected or appointed to office, many whites were incensed (Franklin 1970).

The intellectual capacities of the black Reconstruction politicians have been greatly distorted in both positive and negative ways. Nevertheless, they should be regarded as an important group, as they provide an opportunity to evaluate the evolution of black political performance. The level of black depravity and corruption versus the level of black brilliance and integrity has been highly debated by black scholars and historians interested in promoting racial pride and inspiring courage through the political careers of these politicians. Some have exaggerated and patronized the image of black Reconstruction politicians for their own purposes.

Over the years, it may be said that most students of Reconstruction have clearly failed to accurately assess the legacies of black Reconstruction politicians. Historians have failed to examine this group’s actual record, strongly insinuating that black Reconstruction politicians were politically powerless and accomplished little of significance, especially in the important area of race relations. Nevertheless, the study of this group has been effective in providing answers regarding the demise of Reconstruction. Regardless of how one views their accomplishments or lack thereof, black lawmakers from the Reconstruction period made an important impact on the evolution of black politics (Foner 1988).

Sadly, Reconstruction history in general has failed to develop in a consistent manner over the last century. The unfortunate arguments over the actual events that took place during Reconstruction, including perceptions of the so-called Tragic Era, have made obtaining the truth nearly impossible. The political affiliation of historians largely contributed to the inconsistencies. Over the last century, Republicans viewed the freedmen’s political capacity as deficient and merely a weakness in the body politic. Needless to say, some disputed this position, stating that blacks were persistent in challenging the disfranchisement caused by whites (Franklin 1947).

Most Americans remain uninformed about numerous aspects of Reconstruction. More than a century after it ended, major works on Reconstruction have been quietly pushed aside, and it is no longer considered a topic of interest. Instead, historians have been more concerned about reevaluating the placement of blacks in American society after World War II, a period that many have claimed to be the “Second Reconstruction.”

Only a handful of writers have focused on the experiences of freedmen as they confronted their new status and went through the phases of economical, religious, and educational adjustment—a formidable task after the twin national plagues of slavery and civil war (Franklin 1980).

It is important that modern historians resist the temptation to replace old inaccuracies with new ones based on their own opinions. Historians’ skills must be sound enough to withstand the desire to reshape history based on their own feelings, beliefs, perspectives, and current needs. Only then will we be able to arrive at a better and more accurate understanding of the events and the people who lived during the Reconstruction Era and who laid the groundwork for the election of future black politicians, including, in the year 2008, the president of the United States.
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CHAPTER 1

A Man on Fire: John Roy Lynch’s Early Political Career

Matthew Lynch

After the civil war, Americans of African ancestry enjoyed certain social, political, and civil privileges perhaps only dreamed of by their grandparents and great-grandparents. For the first time, black men could vote, hold office, and attend schools. Although the degree of integration varied across the country, some places in the United States put blacks on equal or almost equal footing with their white American counterparts. In Louisiana, New Orleans was a beacon for racial equality. Hailed as one of the most integrated cities in the South, it desegregated its streetcars in 1867, began experimenting with integrated public schools in 1869, legalized interracial marriage between 1868 and 1896, elected a total of thirty-two black state senators and ninety-five state representatives, and had integrated juries, public boards, and police departments Christopher 1976).

Despite the major improvements to the lives of the majority of blacks, life in the South was far from perfect. The Black Codes limited the opportunities for freed blacks. The Black Codes taxed those who tried to pursue nonagricultural professions, restricted their ability to rent land or own guns, and even allowed the children of unfit parents to be apprenticed to former slave masters. In many respects, the Black Codes were a continuation of slavery through legislature. Immediately after the Civil War, antiblack groups such as the Ku Klux Klan began to emerge. By 1896, the social and political situation fueled by black civil rights was extremely volatile (Christopher 1976).

The mid-1800s were a time of change. A great westward surge after the Civil War saw the settlement of areas where undependable rainfall hindered the kind of farming that had traditionally served communities. The Homestead Act, which implied a Republican urge to develop the West, could do little to combat the drought and dust that confronted settlers in the plains (Thornborough 1972). America was changing, but life for ordinary men and women was far from simple. The Civil War had left the country psychologically exhausted and its people prone to desperation. The changes implemented to the rights of blacks were strategic rather than sincere. Freedom for blacks was a principle rather than a practice. Any peace between whites and blacks was tenuous at best.

Given this environment, the early political career of John R. Lynch can only be described as a series of very fortunate events. Like many blacks of the day, John Lynch was born on a plantation—the Tacony Plantation, on the periphery of Vidalia, Louisiana. Born on September 10, 1847, Lynch was the second son of Patrick Lynch, a white man and native of Ireland, and Catherine White, a black slave. At an early age, he understood loss and betrayal and knew the value of honesty and hard work. He also had an amazing appetite for knowledge.

In Adams County, after Reconstruction, blacks comprised a majority of the Republican Party. At the age of twenty-four, Lynch began to attend Republican Club meetings. Because of his considerable oratory skills, he was frequently called upon to make impromptu speeches to his fellow club members. In 1868, the state was under military control and Adelbert Ames (Wharton 1947) was its governor. When Governor Ames assumed control, the Republican Club at Natchez compiled a list of candidates for various city governmental positions. Rev. H. P. Jacobs would be nominated for the position of justice of the peace (Lynch 1913). Lynch was sent to personally deliver the nominations to Governor Ames and answer any questions that he might have about the nominees and their ability to discharge the duties of their proposed political appointment. The club raised the necessary funds to send Lynch to the Mississippi capital, Jackson. Lynch arrived in Jackson without incident. When he went in to talk with the governor, he was surprised to be treated with respect and received cordially. He presented the qualifications and merits of the nominees eloquently and confidently. The governor informed him that the matter would be given close attention. When the appointees were finally announced, Lynch was surprised to see his name on the list. Ames had put Lynch’s name in place of Jacobs’s. In his autobiography, John Lynch contends that he had no aspirations to hold political office and expresses his hope that Jacobs and his political allies did not think that he had something to do with the snubbing (Lynch 1913).

At first, Lynch wanted to decline the nomination, but he was told it would make no difference to Jacobs, who would not be appointed justice of the peace in any case. Lynch also found out that he had not been nominated or suggested by anyone in particular. Instead, the governor was impressed by his eloquence and intelligence. After consulting with a few close friends, Lynch was finally persuaded to accept the nomination and, ultimately, the job (Franklin 1970).

In those days, for a person to be appointed justice of the peace, they had to put up a large bond. To be awarded the position, Lynch had to put up a bond of $2,000, the equivalent of $700,000 in 2011 (Lynch 1917). To be a bondsman, you had to own real estate, which very few blacks did so shortly after the end of the Civil War. Lynch found only black men in a position to help him meet the financial requirements—William McCary and David Singleton (Lynch 1917).

Several members of Republican Party resented Lynch and believed that he had influenced Governor Ames by excoriating potential appointees, including Jacobs. Two Republican factions emerged in Adams County at the time Lynch was elected justice of the peace: the John Lynch faction and the Henry P. Jacobs faction. Lynch assumed office in April 1869 and remained active in the position until December. In December 1869, Lynch accepted a position in the Mississippi House of Representatives, after his election to the position that November (Lynch 1913).

As justice of the peace, Lynch at first doubted his ability to discharge his duties. With no experience or real knowledge of government, politics, or administration, he was unfamiliar with the nuances of public service. He understood that a poor performance would make it more difficult, if not impossible, for blacks to enter public office in Adams County in the future. He studied hard, familiarizing himself with his assigned duties, and read up on rural and urban law. He digested all of the codes and provisions that could be used to discharge his duties. Unfamiliar with draft affidavits and various other forms associated with the judiciary, he was fortunate that an unidentified white man offered to assist him. The white man helped Lynch for ten days, during which time he drafted affidavits, warrants, and various other papers to help Lynch understand his job (Franklin 1970).

Lynch’s first public office position attracted a lot of attention. Many of the white locals did not approve of his appointment, and many blacks exaggerated the significance of Lynch’s own racial heritage, believing that they would receive preferential treatment. It comes as no surprise, then, that most of the complaints that came to his attention were from black servants directed at their employers. Lynch dealt with these delicate situations with considerable skill. Instead of issuing a warrant, he would send a letter to the head of the household, urging the man to take preventive measures to ensure that the offense leading to the complaint did not happen again (Lynch 1913).

Usually, this worked like a charm. On one occasion, however, the accused was a white male, and the accuser was the man’s black female cook. The woman claimed her employer had physically assaulted her, and the evidence was written all over her face: she had clearly been beaten. The defendant was convicted and ordered to pay a five-dollar fine (Lynch 1913). Ten days later, Lynch received a visit from the same woman with the same complaint, forcing him to issue a warrant for the man’s arrest. When the man appeared in court and questioned if he was innocent or guilty, he paused for a long while and finally entered a guilty plea.

Lynch ordered him to pay a fine of ten dollars or spend the next five days in the county jail. The defendant bitterly protested and attempted to withdraw his plea. Lynch refused to accept the withdrawal, and the man was forced to pay the fine. On another occasion, Lynch intervened in a dispute over money between an old black man and an unsavory white man with whom Lynch was well acquainted. The accused had cursed the old black man and threatened to kill him. When he was brought before the court, he could not believe that it was a crime for white man to curse a black man, and Lynch showed him the statute governing the offense. The man quickly abided by the court’s rule of decorum and begged for mercy. He was ordered to pay a five-dollar fine (Franklin 1970).

On occasion, Lynch was also called upon to oversee marriage ceremonies. Before he performed the ceremony, he would lecture each party on the sanctity of marriage. Ten days after one of the ceremonies, a bride showed up at his doorstep complaining that her husband had not lived up to his marriage vows. Lynch told her to bring her husband the next morning. At nine, the couple was at Lynch’s office. He heard from the wife first, and when it was time for the husband to give his side of the story he confessed that he was guilty of the accusations. The husband threw himself at the mercy of the court. Lynch agreed to let him off with a warning; however, the husband was told that if his wife had cause to complain again, the court would throw the book at him. Since many blacks were illiterate and uneducated, they were also ignorant of the law. They had no idea that Lynch was essentially bluffing (Franklin 1970).

In July 1869, Lynch worked as a representative of his county’s State Republican Convention and also served at the convention as an assistant secretary. The purpose of the convention was to decide the Republican slate for the upcoming November elections. The Natchez Tri-Weekly Democrat was not in favor of the proceedings because a large portion of the representatives at the convention were appointed to office by Ames. The editor was not in agreement with the manner in which Ames selected members of the convention and Republican platform (Natchez Weekly Democrat 1869). The New York Times even weighed in on the topic, positing that the editor of the Natchez Tri-Weekly Democrat was too ignorant to realize that both of the major factions of the Republican Party, the radicals and the conservatives, were essentially similar (New York Times 1869).

After the Civil War, the U.S. government was left with several unanswered questions, including how to rebuild the decimated South and manage the newly freed slaves. These slaves had fought bravely to secure their freedom, sacrificing life and limb in the process. The Fourteenth Amendment had manumitted them, and the Fifteenth Amendment afforded them suffrage. This created several unique opportunities for them, including political and entrepreneurial opportunities.

Republicans were led by James L. Alcorn (Pereyra 1966) and General Adelbert Ames. The conservative Republicans were led by Judge Lewis Dent, who also commanded the allegiance of the Democratic Party. Dent and his myrmidons held a meeting on September 8, 1869, to elect candidates for state office. Dent, who was the brother-in-law of Ulysses S. Grant, received the nomination for governor from the conservative Republicans (Jackson Weekly Clarion 1869).

Dent believed that the radical Republicans did not sincerely have the best interests of its black members at heart and that the party faction was isolating blacks from other factions to further exploit them. Given the ignorance and simplemindedness of the majority of the free blacks, exploiting them was not an arduous task at all (Jackson Weekly Clarion 1869).

On September 28, 1869, the so-called regular Republicans met to draft resolutions and elect candidates for state office. The nominations went as follows: James Lusk Alcorn, governor; James Lynch, secretary of state; H. Musgrove, auditor; W. H. Vassar, treasurer; J. S. Morris, attorney general; and H. R. Pease, superintendent of public education (Garner 1901).

In his gubernatorial acceptance speech, Alcorn attacked Democrats for claiming that they wanted to cooperate with blacks (Wharton 1947). At the same time he declared the Reconstruction Acts apocryphal for giving civil rights to blacks. He also blamed the Democrats for the separation of the political parties because they had refused to allow blacks to join its organization. Each of the Republican factions supported the adoption of the state constitution, which would ratify the Fourteen and Fifteenth Amendments; the ratification was a condition of Mississippi’s readmittance to the Union. The factions also supported a free educational system and a more industrial state.

Both the Lynch and Jacobs factions participated in the Adams County convention to elect representatives to both houses of the Mississippi Legislature. The Lynch faction opposed Jacobs’s nomination as a Mississippi state senator and submitted J. P. Williams as their candidate. Both candidates received sixteen votes, and the election had to be decided by the vote of an indifferent delegate. The chosen delegate did not favor either of the candidates, and so Hiram R. Revels was decided upon as a concession. Revels had no political experience, but with the remaining delegate and the Lynch faction behind him, he represented Adams County as a state senator in the next legislature (Garner 1901). Lynch, Jacobs, and French were nominated to represent Adams County District in the Mississippi House of Representatives, with Lynch ultimately being elected to that position. One observer wrote that the Mississippi legislature appeared to be about two-thirds black; a small number of these were freedmen, but the majority was carpetbaggers (Rabinowitz 1982). Carpetbaggers were Northerners who had relocated to the South during the Reconstruction period, between 1865 and 1877. These men formed an alliance with the freedmen and the Southern whites, the Scalawags, in the Republican Party. The objective was to politically dominate ex-Confederate states from 1865 to 1877, by exploiting the naive and newly freed slaves. Carpet bags were often used to transport luggage: hence, the moniker carpetbaggers. After 1900, the idiom described outsiders who sought to procure a political office or economic advantage, usually in regions where they had no concrete connection.

On November 6, 1875, in a letter to President Grant, Hiram Revels (Lawson 1960), a Mississippi Republican politician and the first black U.S. senator, wrote the following letter, excoriating Ames and the carpetbaggers for using sophistry to manipulate the black vote:


Since reconstruction, the masses of my people have been, as it were, enslaved in mind by unprincipled adventurers, who, caring nothing for country, were willing to stoop to anything no matter how infamous, to secure power to themselves, and perpetuate it. . . . My people have been told by these schemers, when men have been placed on the ticket that was notoriously corrupt and dishonest, that they must vote for them; that the salvation of the party depended upon it; that the man who scratched a ticket was not a Republican. This is only one of the many means these unprincipled demagogues have devised to perpetuate the intellectual bondage of my people. . . . The bitterness and hate created by the late civil strife has, in my opinion, been obliterated in this state, except perhaps in some localities, and would have long since been entirely obliterated, were it not for some unprincipled men who would keep alive the bitterness of the past, and inculcate a hatred between the races, in order that they may aggrandize themselves by office, and its emoluments, to control my people, the effect of which is to degrade them. (Garner 1901) 



Two hundred national black Reconstruction congressmen made a significant impact in America between 1860 and 1880 (Thornborough 1972). Among them was Hiram Rhodes Revels (1827–1901), who most historians considered an ambivalent conservative when it pertained to resolving many of the economic, political, and social issues during his time in congress (Lawson 1960). Revels took a path that led him to become, first, a religious and educational leader, then a Union Army chaplain for black troops. He then became the first black man elected into the U.S. Senate and ultimately served the first president of Alcorn University (Du Bois 1935). In the earliest parts of his life, he became a major influence to free black youth in the South and prosperous adults who had migrated to the northern parts of the states. Throughout the formative years, he evolved into a prominent black leader who served various black communities in both North and South. His individualistic philosophy was widely adopted by others throughout the last thirty-six years of his life. Born a free black of mixed blood, he was a native of Fayetteville, Mississippi, and educated in a school that was run by a free black woman. Though there is little record of the lineage of his parents, it is noted that Revels came from a long line of ancestors who had also been liberated from the clutches of slavery. Gifted in his own right by the time he reached adolescence, he supported himself by working as a teacher and a barber, while advancing his education by attending a Quaker seminary in Liberty, Indiana, in 1844. Once he finished there, he continued his studies at Drake County Seminary for blacks at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, and at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois. After he had completed his schooling sometime in the mid-1840s, Revels pursued his calling in the Christian ministry and was later ordained as a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in Baltimore, Maryland. This enabled him to hone his skills as a leader in a town with a vast population of free and prosperous blacks during the pre–Civil War era. Following his passion to reach the masses, Revels traveled through at least eight states, teaching, lecturing, and serving the religious needs of black congregations in Maryland, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Missouri, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Kansas. After organizing the first two black regiments in Maryland and Missouri between 1861 and 1865, he followed in the footsteps of his childhood educator and established his first school for black youth (Lawson 1960). For the duration of the war, he served as a Union chaplain for black troops and aided the Freedmen’s Bureau in the establishment of schools in Mississippi. In 1868, while presiding as elder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Natchez, his inauguration into the position of state alderman steered him toward running for Mississippi State Senate in 1869 (Montgomery 1901). Thus, as the first black congressman to win a seat in the state senate, Revels was able to utilize his previous educational and religious experiences to emerge as an indisputable spokesman for the black population. Well-traveled and filled with the knowledge that he had acquired as a result of working in white America as a free black, many viewed him as a good black who caused very little disruption in the way Congress handled race relations. In fact, many Southern Democrats viewed him as a perfect black leader, who worked toward allaying the bitterness between the races while gaining the sympathy and encouragement of the white people (Rabinowitz 1982).

Because of his noncontroversial political stance, Revels won election by the state legislature of Mississippi to sit in the state’s second senate seat between 1870 and 1871 (Thompson 1994). Blacks and whites alike perceived that he had been selected over more prominent politicians like John R. Lynch and Charles Caldwell as a result of his moderate tactics; others believed he may have also succeeded because of his remarkable oratory skills, developed in his years as a preacher. After winning a debate that earned him a total of forty-eight votes, he was chosen to be the first black member of Congress. Confident that his election would influence political equality for black Americans, Revels instantly became the spokesperson for many of the hopeful blacks who resided in the state of Mississippi.

While lecturing in Washington, D.C., Revels used his political platform to stress educational issues and encouraged an end to segregated schools. Yet, it is believed that the distance between the District of Columbia and Mississippi made it difficult to demand full equality between blacks and whites in the Southern states. His failure to suggest alternative avenues that would resolve economic, political, and social injustices toward the black community eventually erected a barrier of sorts between him and struggling blacks. He did very little to confront issues facing the community during the emancipation era. Thus, history indicates that he was unsuccessful in actively supporting the abolitionist movement, and he had difficulties making realistic decisions concerning black people (Thornborough 1972).

Disappointment consumed many Mississippians, who eventually realized Revel’s political efforts did very little to advance the struggle for true freedom; nor were they effective in changing society’s views regarding racial equality. During his time in the Senate, he neglected to provide economic aid or land to Southern blacks. Consequently, he lost the support of many blacks who felt he failed to take advantage of his position and emphasize the importance of racial freedom for his people. Thus, once his term in Congress ended, on March 3, 1871, he stepped down from politics and became the first president of Alcorn University, an institution for blacks in southwest Mississippi, serving between 1871 and 1874 (Lawson 1960). Ultimately, blacks felt betrayed by his selfish decision to become a Democrat in order to increase his salary as president.

As a free man, it was clear that Revel’s earlier experiences set him apart from the vast majority of blacks in the South. Historians attribute his inability to stand firm in the progression of his people to the positive experiences he accrued while living among Northern whites. Consequent to surrounding himself with educators and religious leaders, Revels apparently expected more moderate treatment to be doled out by Southern whites toward blacks during and after Reconstruction. Though he fervently held on to the idealistic view of white paternalism, his faith proved to be neither realistic nor shared by his fellow blacks. His experience with freedom made him incapable of speaking out or seeking reparation and restoration for the suffering caused by violent groups like the Ku Klux Klan (Wharton 1947).

Revel’s ineffective guidance and lack of aggressive leadership for his people created a jagged road, which black state leaders like John Roy Lynch, Blanche Kelso Bruce, Charles Caldwell, and James D. Lynch later had to largely rebuild. These leaders would shine in his absence, as a result of being militantly steadfast for black rights and interests (Du Bois 1935).

Throughout the remaining twenty years of his life and career, Revels returned to his ministry and maintained the position of assistant pastor at a local Methodist Episcopal church in Holly Springs, Mississippi, while teaching theology at Rust College and serving on the board of trustees. He died at a church meeting at Aberdeen, Mississippi, in 1901. He was effective in aiding the early establishment of black Mississippi schools, churches, and fraternal lodges. In conclusion, though his accomplishments may have been lackluster, Revel’s symbolic position in black history remains a strong one (Lawson 1960).

In 1869, John Lynch was elected to the Mississippi House of Representatives. He held his position there until 1873. While an elected official, Lynch was appointed to two important committees: the elections and military affairs committees (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Mississippi 1870, 500). The Mississippi state legislator had to elect three U.S. senators to represent the state. Since blacks were becoming more politically conscious, they demanded that a black man be appointed to at least one senate post. It was agreed upon that Hiram R. Revels was to become the first black senator, with Alcorn and Ames receiving the other two slots. Mississippi was readmitted to the Union on February 23, 1870, and its citizen-led government returned to its pre–Civil War activities on March 10, 1870 (Garner 1901).

Lynch wanted to ensure that black children become intelligent citizens and transcend their environments and conditioning; therefore, in 1870, he and other black legislators banded together to pass a law decreeing that the provisions outlined in the 1857 Black Codes should be made null and void. Discrimination based on race, creed, or color was abrogated. He set his sights on the educational system and introduced legislation to fully fund education in Mississippi. Alcorn recommended that there should be separate schools for blacks and whites: a far cry from his calls for equality during his inaugural address, which led many observers to posit that he was biased and prejudiced (New York Times 1870).

Although he had pledged his support for separate schooling in 1869 and planned to stick to his word, he said later that he believed the blacks were overreacting. No one remembered Alcorn making such a pledge, and some stated that he had made statements to the contrary, quoting him as saying that “the colored children would go to the same schools as the white children.” What he did not realize was that Mississippi did not have the finances to support two separate school systems (New York Times 1869).

He realized that whites would not allow their children to attend school with blacks, even if the federal government mandated and enforced it. When Lynch introduced the bill before the legislator, he decreed, “If any school Board of Directors shall fail to establish any more than one school in any one sub school district, then all children of said sub school district, of legal school age, shall be entitled to attend said school” (Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Mississippi 1870, 98–99). The bill passed, but it only stipulated that each county in the state should have one school district that was
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