FORTENBAUGH LECTURE

The Robert Fortenbaugh Memorial Lecture is presented each year on No-
vember 19, the anniversary of the Gettysburg Address. The lecture’s goal is
to speak to the literate general public without abandoning solid scholarly
moorings. The series was sustained during its first two decades by an
endowment contributed by Mr. and Mrs. Clyde B. Gerberich of Mt. Joy,
Pennsylvania, in honor of Professor Fortenbaugh, who taught history at
Gettysburg from 1923 until his death in 1959. The endowment has been
substantially supplemented by the National Endowment for the Humani-
ties, the Harry D. Holloway Fund, and the Hewlett Foundation. In 1990 the
alumni and friends of the College made special contributions to commemo-
rate the 79 years of combined service to Gettysburg College by Professors
Basil L. Crapster and Charles H. Glatfelter, who retired in 1988 and 1989,
respectively. The roll of donors includes Michael Bishop (Gettysburg '57),
the winner of the 1989 Nobel Prize in Medicine. The Fortenbaugh Fund
continues to welcome contributions from the friends of the lecture and the
College.

The first Fortenbaugh Lecture was delivered in 1962 by Bruce Catton.
He was followed by David Herbert Donald, John Hope Franklin, Bell L
Wiley, T. Harry Williams, Willie Lee Rose, Richard N. Current, Don E.
Fehrenbacher, C. Vann Woodward, and other luminaries of American
historical writing. With the 21st lecture by Jacques Barzun, in 1982, in the
151st year of Gettysburg College, the private printing of the lecture com-
menced. In 1992 Oxford University Press published, and the Book of the
Month Club made an alternate selection of a collection of revised lectures
from recent years: Gabor Boritt, ed. , Lincoln, the War President: The Gettysburg
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PREFACE

At the end of the last decade Eric Foner's Reconstruction: America’s
Unfinished Revolution cemented his reputation as one of the foremost stu-
dents of American history in his generation. Inareview of the book, Michael
Perman noted generously thatits chief problem was that it left little to do for
others.! Yet of course the study of Reconstruction has not stopped, and
Professor Foner himself journeys on.

Some of the most remarkable people of the post-Civil War era were
the black holders of public office in the South, though for the better part of
this century they have been either maligned or made invisible. Of the
perhaps two thousand men who held federal, state, or local posts, Mr. Foner
was able to assemble biographical information about nearly three-fourths.
Theseblack leaders did not control Reconstruction but they played anotable
part. They ranged from former slaves, sometimes illiterate and often very
poor, to a minority who had always been free, and in rare cases had
substantial wealth and substantial educations. Their joint portrait high-
lights "the often neglected diversity of the black population in mid-nine-
teenth-century America."

During the past generation the scholarly reconstruction of Recon-
struction history changed a "tragic era" into one of vision and measurable
achievement, as well as of bitterness and failure. The shift of publicattitudes
towards this past has been much slower. Now with his work on black office
holders, Eric Foner continues his attempts to move us all in a needed
direction.

Thanksgiving Day Gabor Boritt
Bolton, Massachusetts

! Michael Perman, “Eric Foner's Reconstruction: A Finished Revolution,”
Reviews in American History , 17 (1989), 73.



a time of momentous changes in American political and social life.

But no development during that era marked so dramatic a break
with the nation's traditions, or aroused such bitter hostility from
Reconstruction's opponents, as the appearance of large numbers of black
Americans in public office only a few years after the destruction of slavery.

Before the Civil War, blacks did not form part of American's "political
nation." In 1860, only five Northern states, all with tiny black populations,
allowed black men to vote on the same terms as white. Black officeholding
was unknown in the slave South, and virtually unheard of in the free states
as well. During Presidential Reconstruction (1865-67), voting and elective
office in the South continued to be restricted to whites. Black officeholding
began in earnest in 1867, when Congress ordered the election of new
Southern governments under suffrage rules that did not discriminate on the
basis of race. By 1877, when the last radical Reconstruction governments
were overthrown, around 2,000 black men had held federal, state, and local
public offices, ranging from member of Congress to justice of the peace.
Although much reduced after the abandonment of Reconstruction, black
officeholding continued to the turn of the century, when most Southern
blacks were disenfranchised, and, in a few places, evenbeyond. Notuntil the
passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 did significant numbers of black
Southerners again hold public office.

To Reconstruction's opponents, black officeholding symbolized the
fatal "error" of national policy after the Civil War--the effort to elevate former
slaves to a status for which they were utterly unprepared and congenitally
incompetent. The Democratic press described constitutional conventions
and legislatures with black members as "menageries" and "monkey houses,"
and ridiculed the former slaves who considered themselves "as competent
to frame a code of laws as Lycurgus." They portrayed black officials as
ignorant and propertyless, lacking both the education and the economic
stake in society supposedly necessary for intelligent governance.! After
Reconstruction ended, some of its opponents tried to erase black officials
from the historical record altogether. Soon after Democrats regained control
of Georgia, Alexander St. Clair Abrams, who compiled the state's legislative
manual, decided to omit black lawmakers from the volume's biographical
sketches. It would be absurd, he wrote, to record "the lives of men who were
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but yesterday our slaves, and whose past careers, probably, embraced such
menial occupations as boot-blacking, shaving, table-waiting, and the like."?

These contemporary views were elaborated by the anti-Reconstruc-
tion historians whose works shaped public and scholarly perceptions of the
era for much of this century. In popular representations such as D. W.
Griffith's film Birth of a Nation, Claude G. Bowers's sensationalized best-
seller The Tragic Era (which described Louisiana's Reconstruction legisla-
ture as "a z00"), the alleged incompetence of black officeholders and the
horrors of "Negro rule" justified Reconstruction's violent overthrow and
Northern acquiescence in the South's nullification of the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments. As late as 1968, E. Merton Coulter, the last wholly
antagonistic scholar of the era, described Georgia's most prominent Recon-
struction black officials as swindlers and "scamps," and suggested that
whatever positive qualities they possessed were inherited from white ances-

tors.3

The task of offering a more sympathetic and nuanced portrait of
Reconstructionand its black officeholders began early in this century, when
surviving veterans of the era like John R. Lynch, black scholars such as
Alrutheus A. Taylor and W. E. B. Du Bois, and white historians like T. Harry
Williams challenged the dominant interpretation. Not until the 1960s,
however, did revisionism, inspired by the civil rights revolution, sweep over
the field, irrevocably laying to rest the earlier viewpoint and producing a
host of important new studies of Reconstruction at the state and national
levels. Today, not only has the history of the era been completely rewritten,
but most scholars view Reconstruction as a laudable, though flawed, effort
to create a functioning interracial democracy for the first time in American
history, and view Reconstruction's overthrow as a tragedy that powerfully
affected the subsequent course of American development.*

Thanks to the past generation's Reconstruction scholarship, the
information available on black officeholders has expanded enormously.
Nonetheless, the lives of most black officials have remained shrouded in
obscurity. Many disappear entirely from the historical record after leaving
public office. Over the past several years, as an outgrowth of my research on

Reconstruction, I have assembled biographical information about 1,465 of -

the era's black officials. The results will be published by Oxford University
Press ina biographical directory, Freedom's Lawmakers. In this talk, Idraw
upon my findings to offera portrait of the era's black political leadership, and
introduce you to some of these remarkable individuals.

Although blacks held office in every part of the old Confederacy
during Reconstruction (as well as in Missouri and the nation's capital), the

number varied considerably from state to state. Clearly, the size of the state's
black population helped to determine the extent of black officeholding.
Thus, itis not surprising that South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana had
the largest number of black officeholders. South Carolina was the only state
where blacks comprised a majority of the House of Representatives through-
out Reconstruction, and about half the state Senate between 1872 and 1876.
South Carolina and Louisiana, in addition, possessed large communities of
free blacks, many of them educated, economically independent, and well
positioned to demand a role in government from the outset of Reconstruc-
tion.

To the black percentage of the voting population, however, other
factors must be added that help explain the pattern of black officeholding,
including the length of time that Reconstruction survived, attitudes of white
Republicans toward blacks exercising political power, and the structure of
stateand local government. Republican leaders in Florida and Georgia, bent
on attracting white voters to their party by limiting the number of black
officials, framed constitutions withlegislative apportionments biased against
black counties, and in which many state and local offices were filled by
appointment rather than election. In North Carolina, by contrast, where
blacks were far from a majority of the population, the new constitution
democratized local government, allowing black voters in plantation coun-
ties to choose their own officials.

Nowhere in the South did blacks control the workings of state
government, and nowhere did they hold office in humbers commensurate
with their proportion of the total population, not to mention the Republican
electorate. Theold idea of Reconstruction asan era of "black supremacy" has
long since been discarded as a myth. Nonetheless, the fact that over 1,400
blacks occupied positions of political authority in the South represented a
stunning departure in American government. Moreover, because of the
black population's concentration, nearly all these officials served in or
represented plantation counties, home of the wealthiest and, before the Civil
War, most powerful Southerners. The spectacle of former slaves represent-
ing the South Carolina rice kingdom and the Mississippi cotton belt in state
legislatures, assessing taxes on the property of their former owners, and
serving onjuriesalongside them, epitomized the political revolution wrought
by Reconstruction.

At every level of government, federal, state, and local, blacks were
represented in government during Reconstruction. Two sat in the United
States Senate (Hiram Revels and Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi) and
fourteenin the House of Representatives. Blacks also held numerous federal



patronage appointments, including postmaster, deputy U.S. marshal, trea-
sury agent, and clerks in federal offices. At least forty blacks held positions
in custom houses, most in Charleston and New Orleans.®

In December 1872, P. B. S. Pinchback became governor of Louisiana
when he succeeded Henry C. Warmoth, who had been suspended because
of impeachment proceedings. Pinchback served until the inauguration five
weeks later of William P. Kellogg; a century and a quarter would pass until
L. Douglas Wilder of Virginia, elected in 1989, became the next black
American to serve as governor. Twenty-five major state executive positions
(lieutenant governor, treasurer, superintendent of education, secretary of
state, and state commissioner) were occupied by blacks during Reconstruc-
tion, and one, Jonathan J. Wright of South Carolina, sat on a state supreme
court. And during Reconstruction, 683 black men sat in the lower house of
state legislatures (four serving as Speaker of the House), and 112 in state
senates.

In virtually every county with a sizable black population, blacks held
some local office during Reconstruction. Atleast 111 served as members of
theboards that governed county affairs, variously called the county commis-
sion, board of supervisors, board of police, and police jury. There were at
least 41 black sheriffs (most in Louisiana and Mississippi), and 25 deputy
sheriffs. Five held the office of mayor, and 132 served on city councils and
boards of aldermen (with sizable representations in communities from
Petersburg to Little Rock).

The backgrounds of the black officials reflect the often neglected
diversity of the black population in mid-nineteenth-century America. Nearly
half.of those for whom information is available had been born free and 54
were former slaves who gained their liberty before the Civil War, by
manumission, purchase, or escaping to the North. Fewer than 300,000 free
blacks lived in the South in 1860, but they clearly enjoyed far greater
opportunities to obtain an education, accumulate property, and observe
public affairs than did most slaves. Half the officeholders known to have
been free served in South Carolina and Louisiana. Virginia was anotherstate
with a large free black community, whose origins dated back to the colonial
period and the large-scale manumissions of the revolutionary era. Here too,
well over half the black officeholders had been free before the war.

‘Many of the freeborn officeholders were men of uncommon back-
grounds and abilities. Ovid Gregory of Alabama, a member of the constitu-
tional convention and legislature, was fluent in Spanish and French and had
traveled widely in the United States and Latin America before the Civil War.
James H. Jones, deputy sheriff of Wake County, North Carolina, had worked
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g the most celebrated addresses by a black official during Reconstruction.

graph , an 1874 speech by Representative Robert B. Elliott of South Carolina in favor of

Charles Sumner's Civil Rights Bill, was amon:
Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society.

The centerpiece of this litho,






