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The Civil War left the South destitute. Most southern whites wanted to keep blacks between slavery and freedom. Blacks wanted to be free and viewed money and education as the way of achieving this. The Northerners who went south hoped to extend Northern civilization. The struggle of these groups produced violence. The War destroyed a great deal of the South, and the wealth represented by Confederate currency melted away (including freeing the slaves), so there was no money to rebuild the South. Recovery couldn’t begin until a new labor system replaced slavery. Most people thought that the South would continue to live off of cotton, but blacks didn’t want to work on plantations. In 1/65, Sherman set aside the islands and coastal areas of GA and SC for blacks. The Freedmen’s Bureau was given control of many acres of abandoned or confiscated lands and was authorized to make grants for 3 years, after which blacks could buy the land at low prices. Johnson pardoned the owners of most of the land, and proposals for a program of land confiscation and redistribution never made it through Congress. Congressmen were sympathetic to property rights, and wanted to restore cotton production. So most blacks were left without land. Most blacks took to the road, but later signed with the planters for the best terms they could get. A common form of employment was a contract labor system. Under this system, workers worked for a year for a fixed salary. Since the planters were inclined to cheat the blacks, the Freedmen’s Bureau reviewed the contract. Some people in the bureau wanted to help blacks, but others just wanted to keep them in line. The bureau faded away, and sharecropping displaced the contract system. Blacks worked a piece of the land for a fixed share of the crop. This didn’t require much work for the landowner before harvest. This also put the tenant at risk. Croppers had to live on credit until their cotton was sold, and planters gave them high interest rates. Creditors could take what was owed to them out of the tenant’s share of the crop, and at the end, most sharecroppers were usually left with a debt. Blacks who lived in cities found themselves in a segregated society, even after the Civil Rights Act of ’66. After ’68, Republican governments passed civil rights acts requiring equal access to public facilities, but little effort was made to enforce the legislation. Most blacks usually preferred joining all-black churches, and all-black schools. The state governments in ’65 had no regard for the rights of blacks. Some of their codes made black unemployment a crime. The codes were set aside, but violence continued. Hundreds of blacks were killed without justice. The military rule in ’67 was to protect former slaves, but there weren’t enough troops. When new state constitutions were drawn up, whites used terrorism to keep blacks away from the polls. The southern Republican party was made up of carpetbaggers (northern entrepreneurs) and scalawags (southern entrepreneurs), poor white farmers, and blacks. Under the best of conditions, these coalitions would be difficult to maintain. In some states, Democrats appealed to disaffected white republicans. But Republicans established (on paper) the South’s first adequate systems of education, democratized government, and got funds for public services. These reforms were second place to the Republicans’ effort to foster economic development by subsidizing railroads. This policy turned out to be disastrous, even though the South needed it and it was initially popular. Corruption fostered an increasing debt and more taxes. Subsidized railroads frequently went bankrupt, and left taxpayers to pay for them. When the panic of ’73 brought many southern governments to bankruptcy, railroad building came to an end; it was clear that the Republicans had failed and their enemies used this as an example to take power. The Radical governments generally failed because of corruption. Blacks bore only a limited responsibility for the corruption because it was difficult for them to get into the government. It was a time when most people would bribe politicians to achieve their own ends. Although Democrats tried to attract blacks, it was clear they would try to strip them of their rights. The small number of blacks elected to public office had more integrity than the whites.


