Chapter 17 – Section 3
The South During Reconstruction

Narrator: In the aftermath of the American Civil War, the federal government made an aggressive and controversial attempt to re-integrate the former Confederacy back into the Union and to integrate African Americans into American society.

Legislatively, the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution ratified the abolition of slavery, and extended full citizenship and voting rights to former slaves.

Symbolically, Ebenezer Don Carlos Bassett, a Yale educated teacher, was appointed by President Grant as Minister to Haiti, making him the first black American Diplomat.

African Americans also saw early triumphs in the U.S. Senate. Reverend Hiram Rhodes Revels, a Minister and former Chaplain with the Union Army became the first black United States Senator when he was appointed to fulfill an unexpired term in February of 1871.
Ironically, his Mississippi Senate seat had once been held by Confederate President Jefferson Davis.

Rhodes was soon followed by the first former slave to reach the Senate. Blanche Kelso Bruce, the son of a plantation owner and a house slave, rose to become a wealthy Mississippi landowner during the Reconstruction years. In 1875, he was elected to a full term in the Senate.

During Bruce’s years in the Senate, he became the first African American man to preside over a Senate session, and chaired a committee that investigated the bank fraud that had victimized the Freedman’s Saving and Trust Company.

The advances of men like Rhodes and Bruce, however, were overshadowed by the deep seated anger and divisions that lingered in the wake of the war.

Southern leaders fiercely resented the power that the federal government enforced at the expense of their state legislators. Wealthy white landowners bristled at the notion that former slaves could purchase portions of their property. 

Northern officials and politicians who relocated south for the Reconstruction were scorned, and dismissed as “Carpetbaggers,” a slur aimed at their transient status and alleged cheap luggage.

The Reconstruction period ended when the results of the Presidential Election of 1876 fell into dispute. It is widely believed that Rutherford B. Hayes, the eventual winner, brokered a deal whereby federal troops would leave the south in exchange for the electoral votes of swing states Florida, Louisiana and South Carolina.

With the troops’ departure, the authority of the reconstruction state governments collapsed. In their place, Jim Crow Laws, which condemned African Americans to second class citizenship, become the rule in the south.

It would be 90 years before another African American was elected to the Senate. 
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