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A Northern Republican’s
Report on Reconstruction

By 1875, many Republican leaders in the North concluded that Reconstruction had done
enough for former slaves. Concerned about the political consequences throughout the na-
tion of federal support for southern, mostly black, Republicans, they decided that the best
way to achieve order and stability in the South, as well as in the North, was to permit
home rule in the former slave states. The disillusionment of many northern Republicans
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about Reconstruction and the conviction that southern blacks had to defend themselves
with their own meager resources were illustrated in the observations — excerpted here —
of Charles Nordhoff, a northern journalist, who spent five months traveling across the
South in 1875.

Charles Nordhoff
The Cotton States, 1875

To make clear my point of view, it is proper to say that I am a Republican,
and have never voted any other Federal ticket than the Republican; I have been
opposed to slavery as long as I have had an opinion on any subject . . .; and I am
a thorough believer in the capacity of the people to rule themselves, even if they
are very ignorant, better than any body else can rule them.

The following, then, are the conclusions I draw from my observations in the
Cotton States:

There is not, in any of the States of which I speak, any desire for a new war;
any hostility to the Union; any even remote wish to re-enslave the blacks; any
hope or expectation of repealing any constitutional amendment, or in any way
curtailing the rights of the blacks as citizens. The former slave-holders under-
stand perfectly that the blacks can not be re-enslaved. . . .

That the Southern whites should rejoice over their defeat, now, is impossi-
ble. That their grandchildren will, I hope and believe. What we have a right to
require is, that they shall accept the situation; and that they do. What they have a
right to ask of us is, that we shall give them a fair chance under the new order of
things; and that we have so far too greatly failed to do. . ..

The Southern Republicans seem to me unfair and unreasonable in another
way. They complain constantly that the Southern whites still admire and are faith-
ful to their own leaders; and that they like to talk about the bravery of the South
during the war, and about the great qualities of their leading men. There seems to
me something childish, and even cowardly, in this complaint. . . .

In all the States I have seen, the Republican reconstructors did shamefully
rob the people. In several of them they continue to do so. . . .

As to “intimidation,” it is a serious mistake to imagine this exclusively a Dem-
ocratic proceeding in the South. It has been practiced in the last three years quite
as much, and even more rigorously, by the Republicans. The negroes are the most
savage intimidators of all. In many localities which I visited, it was as much as a
negro’s life was worth to vote the Democratic ticket. . . . That there has also been
Democratic intimidation is undeniable; but it does not belong to the Southern
Republicans to complain of it.

Wherever one of these States has fallen under the control of Democrats, this
has been followed by important financial reforms; economy of administration;
and . . . by the restoration of peace and good-will. . . .

Charles Nordhoff, The Cotton States in the Spring and Summer of 1875 (New York:
D. A. Appleton & Co., 1876).




sl
;

i o

B S s

14 READING THE AMERICAN PAST

The misconduct of the Republican rulers in all these States has driven out of
their party the great mass of the white people, the property-owners, tax-payers,
and persons of intelligence and honesty. At first a considerable proportion of
these were ranged on the Republican side. Now . . . the Republican party consists
almost exclusively of the negroes and the Federal office-holders. . . .

Thus has been perpetuated what is called the “color-line” in politics, the Dem-
ocratic party being composed of the great mass of the whites, including almost
the entire body of those who own property, pay taxes, or have intelligence; while
the Republican party is composed almost altogether of the negroes, who are, as a
body, illiterate, without property, and easily misled by appeals to their fears, and
to their gratitude to “General Grant,” who is to them the embodiment of the Fed-
eral power.

This division of political parties on the race or color-line has been a great
calamity to the Southern States.

It had its origin in the refusal of the Southern whites, after the war, to recog-
nize the equal political rights of the blacks; and their attempts, in State legisla-
tures, to pass laws hostile to them. This folly has been bitterly regretted by the
wiser men in the South. . . .

The color-line is maintained mostly by Republican politicians, but they are
helped by a part of the Democratic politicians, who see their advantage in having
the white vote massed upon their side. . . .

Inevitably in such cases there must be a feeling of hostility by the whites to-
ward the blacks, and it is an evidence of the good nature of the mass of whites
that, in the main, they conduct themselves toward the blacks kindly and justly.
They concentrate their dislike upon the men who have misled and now misuse
the black vote, and this I can not call unjust. It is commonly said, “The negroes
are not to blame; they do not know any better.”

On the other hand, as the feeling is intense, it is often undiscriminating, and
includes the just with the unjust among the Republicans. . . . [It] will last just as
long as the color-line is maintained, and as long as Republicans maintain them-
selves in power by the help of the black vote, and by Federal influence. . . .

There was, in those Southern States which I have visited, for some years after
the war and up to the year 1868, or in some cases 1870, much disorder, and a con-
dition of lawlessness toward the blacks — a disposition . . . to trample them un-
derfoot, to deny their equal rights, and to injure or kill them on slight or no
provocations. The tremendous change in the social arrangements of the Southern
States required time as well as laws and force to be accepted. The Southern whites
had suffered a defeat which was sore to bear, and on top of this they saw their
slaves — their most valuable and cherished property — taken away and made
free, and not only free, but their political equals. One needs to go into the far South
to know what this really meant, and what deep resentment and irritation it in-
evitably bred. . . .

I believe that there was, during some years, a necessity for the interference of
the Federal power to repress disorders and crimes which would otherwise have
spread, and inflicted, perhaps, irretrievable blows on society itself. But, after all, I
am persuaded time was the great and real healer of disorders, as well as differ-
ences. We of the North do not always remember that even in the farthest South
there were large property interests, important industries, many elements of civi-
lization which can not bear long-continued disorders; and, moreover, that the
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men of the South are Americans, like ourselves, having, by nature or long train-
ing a love of order and permanence, and certain, therefore, to reconstitute society
upon the new basis prescribed to them, and to do it by their own efforts, so soon
as they were made to feel that the new order of things was inevitable. . . .

No thoughtful man can examine the history of the last ten years in the South,
as he may hear it on the spot and from both parties, without being convinced that
it was absolutely necessary to the security of the blacks, and the permanent peace
of the Southern communities, to give the negro, ignorant, poor, and helpless as
he was, every political right and privilege which any other citizen enjoys. That he
should vote and that he should be capable of holding office was necessary, I am
persuaded, to make him personally secure, and, what is of more importance, to
convert him from a freedman into a free man.

That he has not always conducted himself well in the exercise of his political
rights is perfectly and lamentably true; but this is less his fault than that of the
bad white men who introduced him to political life. But, on the other hand, the
vote has given him what nothing else could give — a substantive existence; it has
made him a part of the State. . . .

General manhood suffrage is undoubtedly a danger to a community where,
as in these States, the entire body of ignorance and poverty has been massed by
adroit politicians upon one side. . . .

But the moment the color-line is broken, the conditions of the problem are
essentially changed. Brains and honesty have once more a chance to come to the
top. The negro, whose vote will be important to both parties, will find security in
that fact. No politician will be so silly as to encroach upon his rights, or allow his
opponents to do so; and the black man appears to me to have a sense of re-
spectability which will prevent him, unencouraged by demagogues, from trying
to force himself into positions for which he is unfit. He will have his fair chance,
and he has no right to more.

Whenever the Federal interference in all its shapes ceases, it will be found, I
believe, that the negroes will not at first cast a full vote; take away petty Federal
“organizers,” and the negro, left face to face with the white man, hearing both
sides for the first time; knowing by experience, as he will presently, that the Dem-
ocrat is not a monster, and that a Democratic victory does not mean his reenslave-
ment, will lose much of his interest in elections. . . .

Of course, as soon as parties are re-arranged on a sound and natural basis,
the negro vote will re-appear; for the leaders of each party, the Whig or Republi-
can and the Democrat, will do their utmost to get his vote, and therein will be the
absolute security of the black man. I believe, however, that for many years to
come, until a new generation arrives at manhood perhaps, and, at any rate, until
the black man becomes generally an independent farmer, he will be largely influ-
enced in his political affiliations by the white. He will vote as his employer, or the
planter from whom he rents land, or the white man whom he most trusts, and
with whom, perhaps, he deposits his savings, tells him is best for his own inter-
est. . .. But, at any rate, he will vote or not, as he pleases. And it is far better for
him that he should act under such influences than that his vote should be massed
against the property and intelligence of the white people to achieve the purposes
of unscrupulous demagogues. . . .

These are my conclusions concerning those Southern States which I have
seen. If they are unfavorable to the Republican rule there, I am sorry for it.
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