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5
What is freedom? Is it the bare privilege of not being chained?
If this is all, then freedom is a bitter mockery, a cruel delusion.

—James A. Garfield, 1865

The North’s victory in the Civil War settled two major issues: it ensured
that slavery would no longer be practiced in the United States; and it
established the fact that states were not allowed to secede from the

Union. But it also raised a number of important new questions that would need
to be addressed during the postwar Reconstruction period. Federal authorities
debated about how to rebuild the war-ravaged South, what conditions the
Southern states should meet to be readmitted to the Union, whether to pun-
ish Confederate leaders, and how much assistance to provide in securing the
rights of newly freed slaves.

The assassination of President Abraham Lincoln only a few days after the
Confederate surrender deprived the nation of his leadership during this diffi-
cult transitional time. Instead, the job of overseeing Reconstruction went to Vice
President Andrew Johnson, a Southern Democrat whose lenient policies did lit-
tle to improve the lives of freedpeople and generated fierce opposition among
Republicans in Congress.

Destruction in the South

At the conclusion of the Civil War, homes, farms, schools, churches, fac-
tories, roads, and railroad lines lay in ruins across the defeated South. Most of
the war’s battles had been fought in Confederate territory. In addition, during

21
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the last six months of war the Union had adopted a strategy known as “total
warfare,” which involved destroying as much enemy property as possible.

Union leaders knew that the Confederate troops counted on support
from white landowners as they fought their way across the South. The cities,

Defining Moments: Reconstruction

22

Children sit in the rubble of a church in Charleston, South Carolina, that was one of countless
buildings destroyed during the Civil War.

DM - Reconstruction  6/27/16  3:18 PM  Page 22



homes, farms, and fields that dotted the landscape provided the Confederate
forces with food, supplies, and hiding places, which enabled them to prolong
the war. Northern leaders decided that eliminating these sources of support
would create hardships for the South’s soldiers and citizens and reduce their
willingness to continue the fight. “We are not only fighting hostile armies, but
a hostile people, and must make old and young, rich and poor, feel the hard
hand of war,” Union General William T. Sherman explained. “We cannot
change the hearts of those people of the South, but we can make war so terri-
ble [and] make them so sick of war that generations would pass away before
they would again appeal to it.”1

Sherman put his strategy into practice during the winter of 1864–65,
when he launched his famous March to the Sea. After capturing the city of
Atlanta, Georgia, Sherman led 60,000 Union Army troops eastward across the
state to the coastal city of Savannah. Along the way, they destroyed anything that
could potentially be used by the Confederate Army, including factories, ware-
houses, and crops. They set fire to cities, sabotaged railways, looted homes, and
stole livestock. By the time it was over, Sherman’s army had left a 300-mile swath
of ruin in its wake. Likewise, Union forces led by General Philip H. Sheridan rav-
aged the grain-producing countryside of Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, destroy-
ing 2,000 barns and 700 mills. Sheridan reportedly told his men that “The peo-
ple must be left with nothing but their eyes to weep with over the war.”2

The wartime destruction in the South continued to take a toll on citizens
of the region following the Confederate surrender. Countless people lost their
homes, farms, businesses, and savings during the war and lived in poverty after-
ward. The South’s economy was in tatters, and Confederate money became
worthless. Many citizens found it difficult to obtain the basic necessities of food,
clothing, and shelter. When Northern journalist John T. Trowbridge toured the
South in 1865, he found “ruins and rubbish, mud and mortar and misery. The
burnt streets [of Atlanta] were rapidly rebuilding; but in the meanwhile hun-
dreds of the inhabitants, white and black, rendered homeless by the destruc-
tion of the city, were living in wretched hovels”3 (see “A Journalist Describes
Postwar Destruction in the South,” p. 163).

Even wealthy planters who had once lived in luxury struggled to make
ends meet in the postwar South. Many people had supported the Confederate
cause by investing large sums of money in war bonds, only to lose it all when
the South’s defeat made them worthless. Some plantation owners were reduced

23
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Robert Smalls (1839–1915)
Former Slave Who Became a Union War Hero
and U.S. Congressman

Robert Smalls was born on April 5, 1839,
in Beaufort, South Carolina. His mother
was an enslaved woman named Lydia

Polite who worked as a housekeeper for John
K. McKee. Although the identity of Robert’s
father is uncertain, it was widely speculated
that he was the offspring of McKee’s son, Henry.
This presumed link to his owner’s family
helped shield Robert from the harsh realities of
slavery. As a child, he was allowed to do things
that were forbidden to other enslaved children,
and he often got away with making mischief.

Grows Up in Slavery

Enslaved African Americans who did not conform to the harsh rules and
expectations that guided race relations in the South risked being whipped, beat-
en, or killed. Smalls’s mother feared that her son might be in danger if he did
not understand this situation. When Smalls was ten years old, she asked
McKee to send him to work in the fields in order to experience the reality of
slavery. But seeing the conditions endured by enslaved people on plantations
enraged young Smalls. Rather than learning his place and becoming more cau-
tious and subservient, he became even more defiant and vowed to fight the cruel
injustice of slavery.

After two years on the plantation, Smalls was sent back to the McKee
household. He regularly acted out in violation of the laws guiding slave behav-
ior, which resulted in his being arrested and taken to the Beaufort jail more than
once. Each time, the McKee family would pay a fine and take Smalls back home.
McKee finally decided to send the young man to Charleston, South Carolina,
where he was allowed to work independently. Although he had to forfeit most
of the money he earned to McKee, Smalls got to keep one dollar per week to
cover his expenses. He soon discovered that he could stretch his income fur-
ther by using his dollar to purchase tobacco and candy, and then reselling the
products at an inflated price.

139

Biographies: Robert Smalls

DM - Reconstruction  6/27/16  3:19 PM  Page 139



A Journalist Describes Postwar Destruction in the South

The Northern journalist Sidney Andrews spent the summer of 1865 traveling through the defeat-

ed South and interviewing its residents. He spent much of his time in areas of Georgia and South

Carolina that had been devastated by Union General William T. Sherman’s famous March to the

Sea. In the following excerpt from his book The South since the War, Andrews describes the scenes

of destruction and the shortages of basic goods he encountered. He also reveals the depths of humil-

iation and hatred felt by former Confederate supporters.

The war was a long time in reaching South Carolina, but there was a
vengeance in its very breath when it did come—wrath that blasted everything
it touched, and set Desolation on high as the genius of the State. “A brave peo-
ple never before made such a mistake as we did,” said a little woman who sat
near me in the cars while coming up from Charleston; “it mortifies me now,
every day I live, to think how well the Yankees fought. We had no idea they
could fight half so well.” In such humiliation as hers is half the lesson of the
war for South Carolina.

Columbia is in the heart of Destruction. Being outside of it, you can only
get in through one of the roads built by Ruin. Being in it, you can only get out
over one of the roads walled by Desolation…. Sherman came in here, the papers
used to say, to break up the railroad system of the seaboard States of the Con-
federacy. He did his work so thoroughly that half a dozen years will nothing
more than begin to repair the damage, even in this regard.

The railway section of the route from Charleston lies mostly either in a
pine barren or a pine swamp, though after passing Branchville we came into a
more open and rolling country, with occasional signs of life. Yet we could not
anywhere, after we left the immediate vicinity of the city, see much indication
of either work or existence. The trim and handsome railway stations of the
North, the little towns strung like beads on an iron string, are things unknown
here. In the whole seventy-seven miles there are but two towns that make any
impression on the mind of a stranger—Summerville and George’s—and even
these are small and unimportant places. Elsewhere we stopped, as it appeared,
whenever the train-men pleased—the “station” sometimes existing only in the
consciousness of the engineer and conductor.

Branchville was, however, noticeable because of the place it once occupied
in Northern anxiety. There is where Sherman was to meet his fate. Have we for-
gotten how the Richmond papers of early February spoke? They were not at
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Abolitionist
A person who opposes slavery and supports efforts to end the practice.

Black Codes
A series of discriminatory laws passed in Southern states during Recon-
struction that were designed to restrict the rights and freedoms of former
slaves and prevent them from gaining political or economic power.

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands
See Freedmen’s Bureau

Carpetbaggers
Northerners who moved to the South looking for business opportunities
after the Civil War ended.

Civil Rights Act of 1866
A law passed over President Andrew Johnson’s veto that eliminated the Black
Codes, declared all persons born in the United States to be citizens, and
granted African Americans legal rights.

Civil War
A conflict that raged from 1861 to 1865 and pitted the Northern half of the
United States against the eleven Southern states that seceded from the Union
to form the Confederate States of America.

Confederate States of America
The separate nation formed by the rebellious Southern slaveholding states
during the Civil War.

201

Important People,

Places, and Terms

DM - Reconstruction  6/27/16  3:19 PM  Page 201



1600s
European settlers establish colonies in North America and import enslaved people from

Africa to perform the hard physical labor necessary to clear land, build homes, and
plant and harvest crops. See p. 7.

1783
The United States gains its independence from Great Britain. See p. 8.

1793
The invention of the cotton gin leads to a significant increase in demand for slave labor

in the South. See p. 8.

1808
Congress bans the importation of enslaved people into the United States, and most

Northern states outlaw the practice of slavery. See p. 10.

1820
The Missouri Compromise eases sectional tensions over slavery by simultaneously

admitting Maine as a free state and Missouri as a slave state; Congress also draws
an imaginary line across the country at 36°30’ latitude and declares that slavery will
not be permitted north of that line. See p. 12.

1830
Over a thirty-year period, the Underground Railroad provides some form of assistance

to 100,000 fugitives seeking to escape from slavery; the economic value of this lost
property and labor is estimated at more than $30 million. See p. 11.

1848
The first women’s rights convention in U.S. history is held in Seneca Falls, New York.

See p. 58.

1854
The Fugitive Slave Act makes it a crime to assist or shelter an enslaved person who has

escaped from bondage and requires people in the North to cooperate with slave-
holders seeking to capture and reclaim runaways. See p. 12.
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African American Odyssey: Reconstruction and Its Aftermath. Library of Congress, 2008.
Retrieved from https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart5.html. This
Web site showcases the black history collections in the Library of Congress from var-
ious eras, including photos, documents, newspaper articles, and other resources relat-
ing to Reconstruction.

After Slavery: Race, Labor and Politics in the Post-Emancipation Carolinas. Lowcountry Digi-
tal History Initiative, 2006. Retrieved from http://www.afterslavery.com/. This infor-
mative Web site, organized for classroom use, explores the changes in labor relations
that occurred during the Reconstruction Era in the South.

Foner, Eric. Forever Free: The Story of Emancipation and Reconstruction. New York: Knopf,
2005. This book provides a comprehensive history of Reconstruction written by the pre-
eminent historian of the era.

The Freedmen’s Bureau Online. U.S. National Archives, n.d. Retrieved from http://www.freed
mensbureau.com/. This site offers a selection of documents from the National Archives
relating to the operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, including labor contracts, testimony
about murders and other outrages committed against freedpeople, and miscellaneous
documents organized by state.

History by Era: Reconstruction. Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, 2016. Retrieved
from http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/civil-war-and-reconstruction-1861-
1877/reconstruction. This site features extensive information about Reconstruction,
including essays by leading historians, interactive media, teacher resources, and primary
source documents.

Langguth, A. J. After Lincoln: How the North Won the Civil War and Lost the Peace. New York:
Simon and Schuster, 2014. This evocative book focuses on the men who tackled the
monumental task of reuniting the nation after the Civil War, such as Andrew Johnson,
Thaddeus Stevens, and Charles Sumner.

Mettger, Zak. Reconstruction after the Civil War. New York: Lodestar Books, 1994. This
engaging, heavily illustrated presentation of the events of Reconstruction is appropri-
ate for students in middle school or high school.
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