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    Dedicated to the three wonderful people whom I’ve been blessed to share my life with—my wife Andrea, and our children, Natalie and Joshua





With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve a just and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN,

Sixteenth President of the United States (1861–1865),

Representative, House of Representatives (1847–1849)






Prologue

Awe overwhelmed us as my wife, Andrea, and I walked into the Library of Congress for the very first time on a cold evening in early November 2018. We had arrived in our nation’s capital a mere few days after that year’s general election, for what was billed as “New Member Orientation,” a training session of sorts for newly elected members of Congress. Feeling far removed from our home in the suburbs of northern Colorado (with perhaps the only exception being the light snow that had apparently arrived with us in Washington, DC), we were scheduled that evening to join in a dinner with new and sitting members of the House of Representatives—my soon-to-be colleagues. As we walked through the ornate hallways of the historic library, two thirty-somethings from relatively modest means, we kept looking up at the cinematic grandeur of the place, and then, glancing back at each other with the same befuddled look. What in the world are we doing here? we thought, as we saw the many famous politicians all around the room, familiar from our television screen back in Colorado.

Neither of us had ever visited the Library of Congress before. And we were both transfixed with a fundamental sense of awe—not simply for the historic buildings, but for what they represented—the world’s oldest and greatest constitutional republic. Not our nation’s perfection, as I wouldn’t have run if I didn’t think it could be improved, but rather, the exceptional and unique idea of a republic that America’s founders and framers had wisely created. As a son of African immigrants and a daughter of Mexican Americans, both firmly middle class with big dreams, we had somehow found our way here, to this extraordinary place, imbued with a real chance to do our part to try to make our country better.

And then, suddenly, we were face to face with one of our nation’s heroes. Andrea and I recognized him immediately. It was John Lewis, the famous civil rights leader and representative from Georgia. Both of us had learned in high school about his bravery during the civil rights movement of the 1960s. And now, here he was, in the flesh—the man who inspired a generation with his fiery speech next to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on the Lincoln Memorial, and who had been beaten on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, as he marched for justice, twenty years before either of us was even born.

He was a giant but small in stature, shorter than me. I was still wondering, nervously, how to make the right impression as I reached out to shake his hand—distracted by the thought that his hand was the same one that had once shaken Dr. King’s—when he said, “Hello, young brother, how are you?”

I’m rarely at a loss for words, but I wasn’t particularly articulate in my response. “I’m good, I’m good, Mr. Lewis,” I said. “My name is Joe Neguse, and this is my wife, Andrea. I was just elected to Congress.”

He recalled that I was the “young brother from Colorado” and congratulated me. I thanked him for everything he had done to make it possible for someone like me to even be able to raise my hand to run for office. I thanked him for all he had done for so many people. I thanked him for the opportunity to shake his hand. Andrea told me later that I was so nervous I even thanked him for a speech that evening he had yet to give! As the conversation came to a close, Mr. Lewis said, “Well, I appreciate that, young brother, but I appreciate you stepping up. We’re proud of you, and I’m so glad the people of Colorado made that decision and made history.”

As we parted, Andrea and I were moved beyond words.

We both were struck by his reminder of the barrier our state had broken in my election as Colorado’s first Black member of Congress. But far more than that, we were deeply moved by the simple, yet profound experience of meeting one of America’s most inspirational representatives, whose acts of courage had helped shape our country for the better.

I’ve long believed that America is the greatest democratic republic our world has ever known. For over two centuries, the United States has been a unique experiment in the ability of citizens to govern themselves through a constitutional structure, and to do so by a defining set of values, rather than an order imposed by a homogeneous ethnicity or creed—the values of freedom, liberty, equality, the rule of law, and more, enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, our Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. As the world’s first and perhaps only truly multiracial republic, our country has been shaped over time by countless public servants—Republican and Democrat, liberal and conservative—who’ve worked to honor the meaning of those founding documents. And many of them served in the institution I would soon join: the US House of Representatives, or what some have colloquially referred to as the “People’s House.”

The historical record offers few answers as to why the House of Representatives has earned that moniker. Ostensibly, it refers to the simple fact that the House was originally the only part of our federal government elected directly by America’s citizens. That is no longer the case, as members of the United States Senate are now also elected directly by the public, pursuant to the Seventeenth Amendment of the Constitution. Still, the House remains the only institution in which members must be elected by the American people when a vacancy arises (whereas senators may be, and often are, appointed). And there is little debate—among members of the House, at least—that the legislative chamber is the part of our federal government most closely connected to the “people,” as amorphous a word as that may be.

The House has also attracted a far wider array of Americans than other governmental institutions, who, having earned the confidence of their fellow citizens, have made the journey to Washington, DC, to serve their constituency and their country. And with each of these history-making leaders whom Americans have sent to Congress—the first African Americans elected in the late nineteenth century; the first working-class White immigrants elected from crowded, polyglot cities soon thereafter; the first women elected to Congress in the twentieth century; and the late John Lewis himself—voters amended what it meant to be an American. They changed us all by making our country’s promise truer and more open, and in that sense, helped shape our country, as every generation is called upon to do. This is an extraordinary legacy, and one about which most of us, myself included, know far too little.

This book seeks to change that.

In the pages that follow, we will explore acts of determination and political bravery by people many have never heard of—leaders who shaped our country as pioneers by opening the Congress to all Americans. For some of them, simply running for office required great courage. But the tales only begin with their elections. The greater lessons came after each was sworn in and began their service in the House, as they worked to represent their constituents, their districts, and their country.

My awe for the People’s House has not faded since that night in November years ago when I first heard Mr. Lewis speak to the gathered freshman legislators. Perhaps that reverence is borne from the simple fact that I never intended to run for Congress and could never have imagined walking the halls of the Capitol.

When the opportunity to run first arose in the summer of 2017, I already had the best job I could imagine, leading my state’s consumer protection agency as a member of the governor of Colorado’s cabinet. Andrea and I had recently married, and we were thinking about starting a family. I had benefited from multiple opportunities to pursue my dreams, including practicing law and serving as an elected regent of the University of Colorado. All in all, it was clear to me that much about my life underlined the miracle of American opportunity and its amazing gift of freedoms to me and my family, which we could never take for granted.

My parents, Debesai and Azeib, put me here, in Colorado, with all these opportunities. They had left Eritrea, a small war-torn country in the Horn of Africa, separately as refugees, before they met in Bakersfield, California, and married. I was born four years after their arrival. To make their way in America, they worked many jobs—from fast-food restaurants to retail stores—and achieved success through sheer effort and hard work, my mother becoming a bank teller and my father earning his degree as an accountant. I was very young when we moved to the suburbs of Douglas County, Colorado, where my sister and I were lucky to grow up in a middle-class home and attend good public schools. I can still recall, vividly, traveling to Eritrea for the first time as a twelve-year-old, and the sense of profound shock I felt at how different our life had become in just one generation.

I knew I was incredibly lucky. And I felt a powerful responsibility not to waste the opportunity my parents and this country had given me. Although I never dreamed of serving in Congress, I always felt a need to be an active participant in our democracy, in part, because I knew so many others could not. In that sense, I felt it was up to me to make all their sacrifices worthwhile. Indeed, it’s the same reason why I believe in America as strongly as I do. How could I not, after all my family and I had been given?

From the time Colorado entered the Union in 1876, until 2018, the state had never elected an African American to the US House of Representatives. And yet, when I decided to run for Congress, breaking that barrier was not top of mind. Protecting our environment, expanding access to public education, reducing gun violence, and a steadfast belief in our ability to build a more hopeful future—those were the issues, among others, that animated my desire to serve, and they ultimately became the core of my first congressional campaign.

Still, on occasion, after a long evening of phone banking or knocking on voter doors during our primary campaign, I’d indulge, if only for a moment, the thought that maybe—just maybe—we might make state history. Months later, having won a heated primary campaign and earned the Democratic nomination, that same thought waned for a time as Andrea and I welcomed the birth of our daughter, Natalie. Enthralled and fully engaged with the new light of both of our lives, there were days I would genuinely forget that we were still campaigning. Life was moving very fast.

Although many assumed we would win, I didn’t want to take victory in the general election for granted, so we didn’t slow the pace. Meanwhile, a looming awareness began to take hold—that, besides the wonderful and total life change of becoming a father, I might also be going to Washington and uprooting a life that had been lived almost entirely close to home, in the suburbs of Colorado. Besides worrying about those rapidly approaching changes, however, I also began thinking seriously about what role I might play were I lucky enough to be elected. Of one thing I was sure: at a time when so much of our politics had become consumed by division and fear, I’d endeavor to focus on the hope I knew firsthand that our country promised.

That inspiration crystalized in another moment near the end of the campaign, in late October 2018. During the closing weeks of the campaign, I had the opportunity to tour Children’s Hospital Colorado in Aurora. While on the tour, we were shown a school room for seriously ill children who were patients at the hospital. As we walked through the room, our tour guide showed us a wall where students had posted inspirational quotes from various famous people.

On that wall, I saw the sentence “Fear is contagious, but so is hope.”

I had never heard that phrase before. The statement had no attribution, and I didn’t know who had put it on that board. But I was deeply struck by it. And I held tight to that idea through the rest of the campaign. In my victory speech a few weeks later in November, I said, “There was a whole lot to be fearful of yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that, and the last two years, but tonight, because each and every one of you is standing up and reclaiming our democracy, the hope for tomorrow has never been brighter.”

That was my frame of mind when we arrived in Washington just a few days later, amid this whirlwind of change in our lives, and met John Lewis for the first time. It was then that I really took in the historic sweep of what service in the People’s House truly means. Shaking his hand was one part of that dawning awareness, the sense of being in the presence of living history. Another part was the realization of the historically large and exceptionally talented class of representatives I would have the privilege of entering Congress with. They were proof of the hope infused in our country’s premise and the truth that a thriving republic, inclusive of all its citizens, is not a dream but instead a reality bequeathed to us by those brave members of Congress who came before.

I began thinking seriously about who those people had been.

Since our nation’s founding, more than twelve thousand Americans have been elected to Congress. On the Congressional Historian’s website, I found a page detailing many of these Americans—some famous, a few infamous—and others, completely unknown today. As I scoured the webpages, my astonishing realization was that I knew very little about most of them. Dipping into the biographies on the congressional website, I learned about former slaves who were elected to Congress after the Civil War and fought valiantly for civil rights. I learned about an immigrant from Scotland who labored by hand as a young boy in the coal mines of Pennsylvania and then led the fight nationally for the rights of miners and working Americans. And I learned about the first woman elected to Congress from Maine, who courageously confronted Senator Joe McCarthy’s tactics in the 1950s.

None of their names was familiar to me.

The seed of an idea for this book was born. I was determined to learn more about how this institution came to be, who made it what it had become, and to spread that knowledge widely. Most of all, I wanted to show the remarkable acts of courage of these legislators—representatives of all races, genders, religions, and political affiliations—who, as Americans, loved their country and were prepared to give up their honors and power, if necessary, to cast votes of conscience for the greater good. And I promised myself that, if given the opportunity to perhaps one day write a book and share a story, I would share theirs.

One reason their stories are less well known is, in my view, the institutional preference among many historians for other parts of our federal government: the presidency, the Senate, the Supreme Court—indeed, it seems, everything but the House of Representatives. And yet, the People’s House is truly an institution like no other.

The Senate is certainly the more famous legislative chamber, long described as the greatest deliberative body on Earth, with one hundred individually powerful members whose six-year terms were meant to provide the “select and stable member of the government” as described by Founding Father James Madison in The Federalist Papers, some of the most important essays ever written in American history. The House, on the other hand, has 435 individual members who, per Federalist No. 52, “have an immediate dependence on, and an intimate sympathy with, the people,” secured through far more frequent elections—every two years—than any other part of our government.

In turn, the House looks much more like the country: younger, more diverse, and with a greater variety of occupations. Indeed, as Madison presciently noted more than two hundred years ago, “the door of this part of the federal government is open to merit of every description, whether native or adoptive, whether young or old, and without regard to poverty or wealth, or to any particular profession or religious faith.” In many respects, the People’s House fulfills the founders’ intent as the most democratic part of our federal government. And true to form, over the decades this system has worked to open up access to more of our citizens.

However, despite that fact and the House’s close proximity to the American people, presidents still receive the bulk of attention from many historians and most Americans. So do the many colorful senators from years past and their famous debates. But the most fundamentally American stories emerge from the House, where ordinary people have mustered the courage and skill to do extraordinary things.

Put simply, members of the House must earn their places in history. And the individuals profiled in the pages that follow have done precisely that.

It bears noting that some of the most profoundly important laws in our country’s history started in the House, including legislation to protect the fundamental rights of every American, often starting their path when a member dropped a bill in the “hopper”—a tradition that still exists today and is open to any Member, simply by walking onto the House floor and inserting legislative papers. Madison—one of America’s most important and pivotal founders—served four terms in the House before he became president and introduced the Constitution’s Bill of Rights as legislation on the House floor in 1789. One of our nation’s greatest leaders, Abraham Lincoln, served a term in the House before he became president, during the years when the body convulsed with controversy over issues leading up to the Civil War. During that same era, John Quincy Adams served as a congressman for nine terms—having already served as president—and fought to defeat a gag rule that prevented debate on the House floor over abolishing slavery (a rule he objected to as unconstitutional). While the Civil War still raged, the Thirteenth Amendment began its path to inclusion in the Constitution, forever ending slavery, as a bill introduced in the House. A century later, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 began there, too. With each law, and with each election, ordinary Americans who came to Congress helped shape our republic, extending its protection and promise to more Americans, as they fulfilled the meaning of the words of our founding documents.

A stranger to the Capitol before that winter night in November 2018, I have become a constant inhabitant these past few years. As I walk the bustling halls after a meeting or finish taking constituents on a quiet, late-evening tour of the building, I remind myself that all of us who have the honor of being there are in the presence of all those who went before, whose deeds remain so profound and present because they have not ended, as Americans continue the fight to advance and protect our country. Our inspiration comes from those unsung representatives whose words and work brought us there, so we can add to their work, and together make the more perfect union that we dream of without expectation of perfection, but always moving closer to it.

My own faith in our democratic experiment goes back, in part, to a book I picked up as a teenager in high school in the suburbs of Colorado. I can’t exactly recall where I first got my paperback version of John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage or precisely why it fell into my hands. But I can still bring to mind the feelings of excitement, fascination, and purpose that the book engendered as I flipped its pages and learned for the first time about the political life of the Congress, captivated by the elevated prose through which Kennedy told of a series of unique acts of political courage by each of eight senators throughout American history. The impact was indelible, and the inspiration enduring.

My original interest had been in President Kennedy himself. As a student, I read with great interest the commencement address he delivered at American University in June 1963, five months before his assassination. The address, commonly known as the “Peace Speech,” still represents to me one of the best expressions of a more hopeful political philosophy—one undergirded by our common sense of humanity. Coming after the Cuban missile crisis, when President Kennedy faced down the Soviet Union in a test of nuclear brinkmanship, he called on Americans to recognize the humanity of our adversaries and described a lasting, pragmatic peace that could be based on rules, institutions, and mutual respect. “For, in the final analysis,” President Kennedy reminds us, “our most basic common link is that we all inhabit the same planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.”

It was because of that speech that I had found President Kennedy, and perhaps, in turn, found Profiles in Courage. And I found his stories about other senators I had never heard of—and the portrayal of their sacrifices and acts of daring to do what they believed was right—absolutely riveting. One reason for the book’s enduring popularity is its retelling of an aspect of politics many never consider, one of true service, in which individuals reached positions of power and prestige but chose to go against their own political interests, and often the desires of their constituents, in the service of conscience. The setting struck me powerfully, as I could see in my imagination the great debates and decisions of state playing out on the floor of the Senate, with the course of history determined by an individual’s battle with their own sense of right and wrong.

The stories Kennedy recounted in Profiles continue to echo throughout our country’s history in interesting ways. As a House impeachment manager in February 2021, I studied extensively the impeachment trial of President Andrew Johnson more than one hundred fifty years earlier, in 1868. He avoided removal from office by only one vote, a vote unexpectedly cast by an obscure senator from Kansas, Edmund G. Ross, who had been Johnson’s ardent critic. Kennedy profiled Ross, approvingly quoting a historian who called his vote “the most heroic act in American history.” While some have a different view, as President Kennedy noted in Profiles, the book’s subject was courage, not justification of the decisions made by the politicians about whom he wrote, and part of its strength comes from his choice of surprising characters with unique perspectives.

This book humbly attempts to do something similar.

The goal is simple: to tell a story about America though the nine profiles that follow of House of Representatives members of all political stripes who showed great courage—not only in the determination to overcome the odds and break barriers just to serve in Congress, but in the risks they took, as they faced off against powerful interests and sometimes their own allies, and what they sought to accomplish as the fruits of those labors. After all, moral courage in dedication to what one believes is right and best for our country is often a prerequisite to real leadership and the opportunity to improve the lives of our fellow citizens. These leaders had those qualities. And while none of them was perfect, their service made a difference.

So we begin with courage, and with the important premise that the story of political courage in Congress includes all Americans. These members’ impact reaches beyond the issues of their day and includes the whole meaning and sweep of our democracy, as they redefined who it includes and how we can manifest a government of, by, and for the people. These profiles tell that story even as the story of our nation continues to unfold, and as we decide our part in it daily. My hope is that long after I’ve left office, someone may read about these nine public servants, many of whom history has made little note, and be, at least in part, as inspired as I was when I read President Kennedy’s book, many decades after his death—and that perhaps they could come to see themselves as someone who could also step forward with the hope of someday contributing to their country.

That hope, or goal as it were, is not an inconsequential one. Our democracy has rarely been at greater risk or in more desperate need for people of good faith to step forward and help save it. And yet we have diminished the stature of government so substantially in the minds of our citizenry that one would be hard-pressed to find many who believe that serving in public office is an honorable profession, much less a forum in which to demonstrate courage and improve our union.

We diminish this birthright at our own peril.

Centuries ago, one of America’s greatest presidents, our nation’s first, George Washington, wisely noted that “[a] primary object should be the education of our youth in the science of government,” for in a republic like ours, “what species of knowledge can be equally important? And what duty more pressing than communicating it to those who are to be the future guardians of the liberties of the country?” He was certainly right. We know that across the arc of human civilization, whenever a republic has failed, that loss was usually precipitated to some extent by a loss of commitment to being a citizen in every sense of the word, which requires being an active participant, not a passive subject. As we drive down our knowledge of—and esteem for—our institutions and lose our respect for them—as we have done—we open the door for those who disdain the rule of law and constitutional norms that enable our system to function. Cynicism is easy, loss of respect can feel justified in the bitterness of the present, and disconnection from each other as fellow citizens—fellow Americans—happens all by itself. Meanwhile, the opposite—rebuilding the connective tissues that make us one nation—can appear impossible.

It is not.

We can refresh those muscles by recalling some of our best examples, ordinary people who served and did extraordinary things. They stepped forward for election to Congress, some of them at great personal peril, and when they left office, they didn’t become wealthy. To the contrary, some were impoverished and died with little, banished to the appendices of history, rarely to be read about or heard of again. Their stories inspire the unavoidable implication that we are responsible to sustain the precious republic they lent to our generation, for our temporary use, and to protect it from cynicism and demagoguery so that we can lend it onward to the next generation.

Without a doubt, Congress itself deserves some of the blame for losing the public’s respect. As a deliberative body, it is broken. Gone are the dramatic speeches and fiery debates that played out the nation’s great controversies—powerful speeches over the Thirteenth Amendment, the annexation of Texas, or World War I. In fact, today, many speeches on the House floor are made to an empty chamber for the benefit, it seems, of only the C-SPAN cameras.

During my first term, I was thrilled to address a full body, as I was called upon to speak for five minutes on a “motion to recommit” during debate on an immigration bill, a rare motion that generally requires all members to be present. During my speech, I offered the following:


“ ‘It is bold men and women, yearning for freedom and opportunity, who leave their homelands and come to a new country to start their lives over. They believe in the American Dream. And over and over, they make it come true for themselves, for their children, and for others. They give more than they receive. They labor and succeed. And often they are entrepreneurs. But their greatest contribution is more than economic, because they understand in a special way how glorious it is to be an American.’ That quote, those are not my words, [Mr. Speaker]. Those are the words of President Ronald Reagan. They were delivered by President Ronald Reagan in 1980, the same year that my parents came to the United States.”



As I orated about my own family’s immigration experience, amid cheers of encouragement from some colleagues and loud jeers from others, I felt all the energy of real legislative debate. But I was, unfortunately, one of the last to do so. The next year, in the following Congress, the motion to recommit was eliminated from the House rules, as the majority believed it had been abused by the minority.

Now, those infrequent in-person debates rarely happen at all.

In committee proceedings, I have seen but a few votes ever change—on either side of the aisle—because of a point raised by the member of the other party. Quite simply, the Congress has changed dramatically since the early days of our republic. And while this book profiles nine members who overcame far greater barriers to serve than these, I sometimes wonder if they would have bothered to make those sacrifices to be a part of the Congress as it operates today.

Such speculation ends, however, when I consider the work of the giants from the modern history of the Congress who have had such a profound influence on me, including representative John Lewis, who awed me into silence with a single handshake and gave me the gift of his mentorship before he passed away, particularly during the challenging days of the presidential impeachment of 2019. That story is perhaps as good a place as any to end this prologue, as it connects to both the first and last profiles in this book and to the reason I was inspired to write in the first place.

The responsibilities came swiftly when I was sworn into office on January 3, 2019, and joined the House Judiciary Committee, one of the oldest committees of the Congress. I had chosen the committee because of its primary jurisdiction over immigration, an area of interest to me as a son of immigrants, and gun violence prevention, an issue that had driven me since my days in high school, when the terrible massacre at the neighboring Columbine High School had deeply shaken our community and our state. As fate would have it, the Judiciary Committee is also responsible under House rules and centuries of precedent for initiating, when necessary, articles of impeachment. And that put us squarely in the middle of both presidential impeachments that would ensue over the following two years.

During the 2021 impeachment trial, I studied closely the trial of Secretary of War William W. Belknap, who was impeached in 1876. And it was during that research that I learned of Representative Joseph Rainey, one of the first and most remarkable African Americans to ever serve in Congress, from 1870 to 1879.

Quite fittingly, Rainey is the first member profiled in this book.

The late Representative Barbara Jordan of Texas is the subject of this book’s last chapter. In 1974, during impeachment proceedings against President Richard Nixon, Jordan sat, like me, as a freshman on the Judiciary Committee. When I arrived on the committee nearly half a century later, I was deeply influenced by her words, especially her extraordinary, televised speech on the Constitution and the Congress’s responsibility, which has come to be known as one of the finest speeches in congressional history. As my colleagues and I worked on the impeachment proceedings, Jordan’s speech was rightfully referenced as a North Star, for guidance on how to explain such constitutionally weighty subjects to the American people. I was grateful for the wisdom her remarks imparted to me and my colleagues during such a tumultuous time for our country, which I hoped would soon pass.

As we now know, that was not the case. Less than a year after President Donald J. Trump’s first Senate impeachment trial, following the attack on our nation’s capital on January 6, 2021, he was impeached a second time, in the final weeks of his presidency. A second impeachment trial soon followed, and I was selected by the Speaker of the House to be a House manager, prosecuting the trial before the Senate. Again, I dipped into the speeches and decisions of the past for guidance on how to best carry out that heavy responsibility. It had been years since I had read Profiles in Courage. But it was then, reviewing the 1868 trial of President Johnson, and the vote of Senator Ross, that I began rereading the weathered paperback copy I had kept from my time in high school. I then began to think seriously about how a book elevating the best of those who served in the People’s House—people like Rainey and Jordan—could begin to heal some of the lost faith that has damaged our democracy today.

I firmly believe that their stories can still inspire us, as we reach back into history and find courage in people who are mostly forgotten, and as we seek courage today, in the struggle to safeguard our republic and preserve freedom and liberty for all Americans.

Their stories can speak for themselves.
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I view it in the light of the Constitution—in the light of the amendments that have been made to that Constitution; I view it in the light of humanity; I view it in the light of the progress and civilization which are now rapidly marching over this country.

—JOSEPH RAINEY



On the morning of April 27, 1874, members of the US House of Representatives gathered—solemn, chastened, and dressed in black—for a special floor session. They had assembled with a single purpose: to mark the death of a senator whose soaring oratory had, in the view of many, carried the moral argument behind the nation’s deadliest war and had helped bring freedom for four million enslaved Americans.

Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, dead at sixty-three, had never given up fighting for equality for African Americans. He had worked for years after the Civil War to pass legislation barring racial discrimination, but ultimately, was thwarted by his foes and even his own allies, some of whom viewed him as sanctimonious and had wearied of his implacable righteousness. At one point, Sumner’s opponents went to the length of assembling in the Senate chambers in the dead of night to defeat his bill while he was sleeping. And for a time, they succeeded. Sumner’s inability to secure his civil rights bill’s passage haunted him until his dying days. On his deathbed, he told the vice president of the United States, Henry Wilson, “If my works were completed and my civil rights bill passed, no visitor could enter that door that would be more welcome than death.”

Now, on this day of remembrance, Sumner’s absence appeared to close an era. His passing inspired a series of laudatory eulogies, including from those who, during his life, had bridled at his stubborn ethics and haughty manner, and from some who had even opposed his life’s work. One representative’s speech, however, stood out from the others, and for more reasons than one. As the middle-aged and well-dressed congressman rose on the House floor to deliver his remarks, it was clear—to members and onlookers alike—that his grief and anguish were profound.

The congressman began his speech by fondly recalling his personal and warm friendship with Sumner. And then, he reminded the House of Sumner’s unfinished legacy. For on that spring day, he planned to offer more than a eulogy. He intended to continue picking up the mantle, invested with the Civil War’s 720,000 lost lives, to pass the Civil Rights Act. He and Sumner had previously advocated, as a legislative strategy and to attempt to secure its passage, the linkage of the civil rights legislation to a grant of amnesty for former Confederates. Their approach had not been without criticism. But the humble and intensely driven Congressman would soldier on, committed to doing everything in his power to ensure a true democracy of equals.

The man was Joseph Rainey, a former slave from South Carolina, who became the first Black congressman ever elected in American history.

As Rainey began his speech, he recounted meeting in Sumner’s apartment—they had lived near each other in Washington, DC—where Rainey, a self-educated former barber who was born into slavery, enjoyed Sumner’s evident respect, and soaked in the wisdom of his famous intellect. “His friendship, when formed, was sincere and advantageous,” Rainey solemnly told his colleagues that day. “I can never forget so long as I have the faculty of recollection the warm and friendly grasp he gave my hand soon after I was admitted a member of this House. On my first visit to the Senate, he said: ‘I welcome you to this chamber. Come over frequently; you have rights here as well as others.’ ”

Those gathered in the House—like countless others across the country—were well aware that Sumner’s advocacy had nearly cost him his life. After one of his speeches in 1856, inveighing against the immorality of slavery, an enraged representative from South Carolina, Preston Brooks, walked onto the floor of the Senate and beat him bloody and unconscious with a cane. Sumner barely recovered from his injuries and was unable to return fully to service in the Senate for four long years. In his eulogy, Rainey described Brooks’s attack as the first blows of the Civil War, an assault on “God’s chosen advocate for freedom.” Many African Americans, Rainey included, had considered Sumner to be their senator. And like a Christian martyr, Rainey said, Sumner had accepted blows for them:


“The unexpressed sympathy that was felt for him among the slaves of the South, when they heard of this unwarranted attack, was only known to those whose situations at the time made them confidants. Their prayers and secret importunities were ever uttered in the interest of him who was their constant friend and untiring advocate and defender before the high court of the nation. Mr. Speaker, it is said that ‘the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church.’ With equal truthfulness and force, I think it may be said that the blood of Charles Sumner, spilled upon the floor of the Senate because he dared to oppose the slave power of the South to interpose in the path of its progress, was the seed that produced general emancipation; the result of which is too well known to need comment. It spoke silently, but effectively, of the cruelty and iniquities of that abominable institution.”



Those listening to the eulogy in the House chambers were surely moved by Rainey’s powerful and vivid oratorical analogies. But as Rainey brought his speech home, he shelved the soaring rhetoric. For it was now time to address the crux of the matter—civil rights, the unfinished business that lay before the House, that Rainey himself would see through to its end. He demanded the House recall Sumner’s last words, “Do not let the Civil Rights bill fail,” repeating them twice and gently shaming his colleagues by noting, “This sentence, we trust, will prove more potent and availing in securing equality before the law for all men than any of his former efforts.” The passage of the bill would be Sumner’s best memorial, Rainey suggested, uniting all the struggles of his service.


“How remarkable the connecting incidents of his history! This is particularly apparent when we recall the fact that he began as an advocate of human rights, continued through an eventful career the same, and closing his last hours on earth, facing the judgment-seat of the very God, he looked back for a moment and repeated these words, which will be ever memorable, ‘Do not let the Civil-Rights bill fail!’”



Rainey, a junior member of the House, assumed this responsibility for Sumner’s quest, which had eluded the senator with his twenty-three years of tenure. He was not the only African American in the House, but his three years of seniority were already greater than any other in the Congress. Rainey had entered the House first, by a matter of months, when he won a special election to fill a vacancy in 1870, a mere five years after the end of the Civil War. His claims on history’s attention are many. He would become the first African American to preside in the Speaker’s chair and earned the respect of many colleagues for his remarkable oratory skills and integrity. Nonetheless, Rainey also endured repeated acts of disrespect and humiliation against him on the floor of the House and in his daily life. The historical record reveals he more than held his own in debate, meeting insults with thrilling comebacks and exposing the hypocrisy of many of his House colleagues. And he did so despite constant threats of violence to his own safety and that of his family—which, for a time, forced him to move his wife and children from South Carolina to Connecticut.

During Reconstruction, which lasted approximately eleven years after the Civil War, federal troops protected African Americans in the South and their ability to vote and hold office, while, under section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, those who had held government offices and rebelled against the Union were barred from any role in the government or military unless they applied to the Congress for restoration of their full political rights (which could be granted only by an amnesty vote of two thirds in each body). Rainey and his African American colleagues in the House would often point out that some of the former rebels who desired to return to political power were still fighting against Reconstruction, including through the Ku Klux Klan and other violent organizations, assassinating hundreds of Black and White Republican leaders, and intimidating voters. Indeed, it still “wasn’t safe to fly the Stars and Stripes in Georgia,” said Jefferson Long, one of the six African American Congressmen at the time.

Rainey, however, supported full rights for former Confederates—so long as that restoration of political rights came linked with full civil rights for African Americans. He had adopted this linkage from the beginning of his political career, in the immediate wake of the war, long before he entered Congress, and before he had ever met Sumner. And despite the hardship and hazards Rainey and his constituents faced, and the implacable opposition of his foes, he would never waver in his commitment to that view. Later, some other leaders would also adopt the idea, and it finally became a centerpiece of the five-year fight for Sumner’s Civil Rights Act.

Rainey had been a small child and was still owned as a slave when Sumner began his career as an abolitionist. Rainey was born in 1832, in Georgetown, South Carolina, a coastal town of rice plantations. His father, Edward Rainey, a barber, saved money while still in slavery to buy his own freedom and that of his wife, Grace, and their children, including Joseph. The family then moved to Charleston, where Edward began accumulating wealth as a barber at an exclusive hotel. At the time, South Carolina maintained brutal laws of control to keep the system of slavery in place, including forbidding education of Black children, whether slave or free. Joseph Rainey did learn his father’s trade, however, and he too did well as a barber.

Rainey later traveled to Philadelphia, where he met his wife, Susan, and then successfully evaded punishment for making that trip to a free state, which was illegal for African Americans, regardless of their status. When the Civil War broke out, he was forced to dig trenches for the Confederate army back in Charleston. He also worked on a ship running through the Union Navy’s blockade of the South, and likely gained the ability, through that experience, to escape with Susan to free, British-ruled Bermuda. It was a safe place to settle for the duration of the war, and the island’s economy was booming, with smugglers attempting to run supplies to the South. Warehouses were full, and as many as a dozen ships anchored in the bustling port of St. George, their sailors crowding the streets. Joseph’s barber shop and Susan’s dressmaking shop were busy, bringing them both financial success and status in the community. When an epidemic hit St. George, the Raineys moved to Hamilton, Bermuda. As usual, Joseph kept busy. He operated a barber shop in a hotel, and the historical record indicates he joined an African American fraternal organization there as well, Alexandrina Lodge No. 1026, adding his name to a resolution the organization passed expressing mourning for the assassination of President Lincoln.

In the autumn of 1866, with the war over and conditions improving at home, the Raineys returned to South Carolina. An advertisement they bought in a Bermuda newspaper thanked their patrons for their success, and the street where Rainey’s shop had stood was named Barber’s Alley. A resident would later recall, “He was invariably courteous to everyone, a good listener, hard worker, and possessed a strength of character.”

When Rainey returned to South Carolina after the war, his relative wealth and education made him a valuable asset in a political setting where members of a newly freed Black majority in his state desired skilled leadership to help achieve progress. So-called Black Codes, enacted by many southern legislatures soon after the war, sought to force former slaves back to work on plantations, restricting African Americans in South Carolina, for example, to employment as servants and field hands and allowing them no political rights. Rainey participated in a statewide Colored People’s Convention to protest these laws, and the Union military commander of the area, General Daniel Sickles, listened to their call, nullifying the codes.

As South Carolina politics opened to African Americans, Rainey served in a variety of offices on his three-year path to the Congress. In 1867, he became a county chairman for the Republican Party, and the next year, a delegate to the state constitutional convention. He served as an agent for the state land commission and brigadier general in the state militia, and then, in 1869, performed as census taker in Georgetown. Finally, in 1870, he won election to the State Senate, where he was appointed chair of the Finance Committee.

Rainey’s work on the new state constitution during these early years of his political career presaged the philosophy he would later advocate for in Congress, which was eventually adopted by Sumner and other allies. For African Americans, the state
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