
After the War

Below: This engraving

entitled “The Destruction of

War” shows how the Civil

War ruined both lives and

property in the South.

After the War
As you read, look for:
• the condition of Louisiana at the end of the Civil War,
• President Lincoln’s plan for Reconstruction,
• the conditions faced by the freedmen after the war, and
• vocabulary terms freedmen, Reconstruction, ratify, radical,

Unionist, Black Code, contract, and Freedmen’s Bureau.

Brick chimneys standing above burned land signaled the Confederate defeat. One

southern writer described those chimneys in Georgia as “Sherman’s sentinels

guarding the ruins he had made.” Union movements through Louisiana left those

same symbols of loss. The South in 1865 reflected its status as a war zone. Like

every war zone throughout history, more than the landscape was damaged.

After most wars, the defeated people come together in their misery and in

their hope for the same future. This was not true in the South after the Civil

War. One class felt crushed and conquered, while another group felt liberated
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and uplifted. The defeated Confederates and the freed slaves had conflicting

ideas of what the future should hold. Whatever the feelings, the war affected

Louisiana like an earthquake. No one could avoid the aftershocks.

Postwar Conditions
Civilians living in the regions hit by the war lost almost everything. Both

the Union and the Confederate armies took food and supplies from the civil-

ians. After the armies left, outlaws often stole anything that remained. The

economy was stalled. There was no money to buy anything, but there was also

nothing to buy.

The clashing armies left a barren

land. Union General Banks followed

General Sherman’s “scorched earth

policy” in central Louisiana. General

Banks burned plantations and towns

as his army marched through the

state. Houses, cotton gins, sugar mills,

and barns were ruins. Fences had been

burned to warm the troops. The num-

ber of cattle, horses, mules, hogs, and

other animals had dropped drastically.

Towns with their stores and supplies

had also been destroyed. When court-

houses were burned, the parish’s legal

records were permanently lost. Rail-

roads, bridges, roads, and levees were

damaged and needed repairs. Dam-

age was even visible in the regions the armies had not crossed. Weeds grew

in the fields, and the slaves had left the plantations.

Many soldiers came home from the war with empty sleeves or on crutches.

For some families, no one came home. A woman in West Feliciana Parish watched

her husband and six sons march off to war. She faced the aftermath of the

war alone.

The end of the war brought confusion for the newly freed slaves. The prom-

ise of a new and better life was not quickly fulfilled. Disorder and poverty de-

prived the former slaves of a real place in the economic and social system.

The freedmen (former slaves) wanted a better future, while the planters

wanted to restore the past. A journalist noted, “It is admitted that . . . the

freedman has . . . ceased to be the property of a master; it is not admitted that

he has the right to become his own master.”

War—and its aftermath—brings a special set of problems. This pattern, ob-

served throughout history, appeared after the Civil War in the United States:

Economic recovery became more important than anything else. Some people took

advantage of the economic changes to get rich. Controversy and corruption

Above: Many Louisianians

returned from the war with
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soliciting funds to care for

disabled veterans.
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troubled the federal government. The northern states experienced an economic

boom, while the war-torn South struggled to survive.

And, as in every war, the death of so many promising young men affected

the South’s recovery. The loss of those potential leaders affected Louisiana,

the South, and the nation.

Presidential Reconstruction
Reconstruction refers to the steps taken to restore the southern states to

the Union and to rebuild the South. People in the North had many opposing

views on how this should be done.

President Lincoln wanted to restore the Union rather than to punish the

South. He announced his plan before the war had ended in his Reconstruction

Proclamation.

To Lincoln, secession was unconstitu-

tional. He considered the Confederate

states still part of the Union. He believed

that men in those states who would swear

their loyalty to the United States should

be allowed to elect state and local gov-

ernments. Lincoln’s Proclamation of Am-

nesty and Reconstruction was called “the

10 percent plan.” It allowed states to re-

turn to the Union as soon as 10 percent

of the people who had voted in the elec-

tion of 1860 signed an oath of loyalty.

Lincoln put his plan into effect in Loui-

siana during the war. People in occupied

Louisiana who declared their loyalty to the United States were allowed to write

a new state constitution. Louisiana’s 1864 constitution abolished slavery, but

it did not grant the freedmen the right to vote.

This had become an issue during the war. A delegation of the free men of

color in New Orleans traveled to Washington to ask President Lincoln for their

right to vote. Lincoln was impressed by their arguments and considered their

request. The president suggested to General Banks that blacks who owned

property or who had fought for the Union should be allowed to vote, but this

did not happen.

John Wilkes Booth changed history in a way he did not intend. He killed

President Lincoln to punish him for the war, but Booth’s action hurt the South

instead. Lincoln planned to bring the southern states back into the Union as

quickly and easily as possible. A Union army commander’s wife believed Loui-

siana would not have suffered so greatly if “Lincoln could have been spared to

bring his justice and gentle humanity” to the conquered South. Instead, after

Lincoln’s death, his plan was eventually replaced with a much harsher con-

gressional plan.

Above: President Abraham

Lincoln was assassinated by

John Wilkes Booth in April

1865. Had he lived, the

conditions of Reconstruction

imposed on the South might

not have been so harsh.
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Johnson and Reconstruction
When Vice President Andrew Johnson became

president after Lincoln’s death, he faced immediate

difficulties. He clashed with Congress as he tried to

continue Lincoln’s Reconstruction plan with some re-

visions. Johnson began to readmit the southern states

to the Union after voters in a state ratified (approved)

the Thirteenth Amendment to the U. S. Constitution.

The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery.

President Johnson also pardoned many former Con-

federate officers, which meant they could get their land

back. The land had been seized under the Confiscation

Act. Some of the radical Republicans in Congress wanted

to give that confiscated land to the former slaves—

the beginning of the rumored promise of “forty acres

and a mule.” These Republicans were called radicals

because they had the most extreme ideas about Re-

construction. The radical Republicans disagreed with

President Johnson on Reconstruction; they believed

that the South should be punished for the war.

Congress and President Lincoln had also disagreed

about Reconstruction, but Lincoln had enough power

to begin his more forgiving plan. Johnson did not have enough support in

Congress to carry through his Reconstruction plans. President Johnson found

it impossible to reach compromises. One of his critics said that Andrew Johnson’s

biggest enemy was Andrew Johnson. During this power struggle, President

Johnson was impeached by the House of Representatives and came within one

vote of being removed from office by the Senate.

Louisiana’s Postwar Government
In the first statewide election following the war, many former Confederates

were elected to the legislature. They made their political views clear when they

hired their doorkeeper. They chose a Confederate veteran who had lost both

arms in the war. Every day he stood at the door of the legislature wearing his

Confederate uniform.

The radical Republicans were offended by this show of support for the de-

feated Confederacy. At this point, however, they could do little about it; the

returning Confederates had more power. But Louisiana’s Republican Party (made

up mostly of free people of color, former slaves, and northerners) gained strength

during Reconstruction.

The governor at this time was James Madison Wells. He had been elected

lieutenant governor of occupied Louisiana in 1864. When Michael Hahn was

elected as the state’s U.S. senator, Wells became governor. Wells, a Unionist

and former slaveholder from Rapides Parish, was elected governor on his own
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Above: James M. Wells was

elected lieutenant governor

of occupied Louisiana in

1864. When Governor Hahn

resigned to become a

U.S. senator, Wells became

governor.

in 1865. (A Unionist was a person who had supported the Union

during the entire war period.) Despite these views, Wells quickly

learned to cooperate with the Confederate legislature.

The Freedmen
Most political struggles during these years involved the former

slaves either directly or indirectly. While General Banks was in

Louisiana, he had asked some of the free men of New Orleans to

talk to the plantation slaves. He wanted to learn what they hoped

the Union victory would bring them. They requested that their

families not be separated. For their children, they wanted an edu-

cation. For themselves, they wanted to know they would not be

whipped, that they would not have to work on plantations where

they had been abused, and that they would be paid reasonable

wages.

With their new freedom, some former slaves moved to the towns.

Some of them returned to the plantations, but others found work

as laborers and craftsmen. During the Reconstruction years, the

increased number of freedmen living in towns caused conflict.

One of the first actions of the restored legislature was to pass laws to con-

trol the former slaves. The free movement of the former slaves offended and

frightened the whites. The laws, called the Black Code, restricted the freedmen’s

actions, movement, and conduct; the Code even included sections about rude-

ness to white people.

The other purpose of this legislation was to control the work force. Regula-

tion of the freedmen’s labor had begun during the war. The plantations needed

workers. Union Commanders Butler and Banks both developed strict controls.

The former slaves were encouraged to work on the plantations, which were

sometimes leased to loyal Union supporters.

The laws passed by the legislature required freedmen to sign one-year labor

contracts (written legal agreements). If they did not sign work contracts, they

could be forced to do public work or be arrested and forced to work for the

person who paid their fines.

Freedmen’s Bureau
In 1865, the federal government established the Freedmen’s Bureau. The

original purpose was to provide aid—food, clothing, and basic medical care—

to former slaves and other needy southerners. The Bureau also established

schools. The adult slaves who had been forbidden to learn to read and write

could now become literate.

The Freedmen’s Act of 1866 gave the Freedmen’s Bureau more authority and

responsibility. The state was divided into districts with an agent and a small

group of soldiers. It became the agent’s job to handle work contracts between

the freedmen and the planters.
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Below: The Freedmen’s

Bureau opened schools for

former slaves of all ages

during Reconstruction.

Freedman’s Rights
As the freedmen began seeking their new rights, more local restrictions came.

Some towns added laws regulating the movement of the freedmen. In Opelousas,

for example, a freedman could not be on the streets after 10 p.m. and could

live there only as the servant of a white resident.

Most of the other southern states also enacted Black Codes. Northerners

disapproved of the increasing limits placed on the freedom of the former slaves.

They believed that the South still wanted slavery. To stop the southern states

from passing more laws blocking the rights of the freed slaves, Congress passed

the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. It gave the freedmen

citizenship, legal rights, and the right to vote. The southern states were ex-

pected to ratify this amendment; states that refused to ratify this amendment

would have their representation in Congress reduced.

Louisiana and almost all of the other southern states refused to ratify the

amendment. Most white southerners did not believe that the former slaves

were ready for citizenship. Even more tension developed between those who

wanted to restrict the freedmen and those who wanted to give them their full

civil rights.

Louisiana’s Republican Party pressured the legislature to give the freedmen

the right to vote. In 1866, Governor Wells agreed with the plan to reopen the

1864 constitutional convention. The delegates  planned to meet at the Me-

chanics’ Institute Building in New Orleans to discuss adding the right to vote

to the constitution.
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Above: Fighting broke out

at the Mechanics’ Institute,

site of the constitutional

convention, and quickly

turned into a riot.

The city’s mayor, however, said he was concerned about safety. He threat-

ened to arrest anyone attending the meeting and sent police. The Republicans

responded with a call for support and strength.

Armed whites attacked a group of blacks going into the building. Soon a

riot broke out, and police fired into the crowd. In the fighting, three whites

and more than thirty blacks were killed; more than one hundred blacks were

injured. The riot put an end to the constitutional convention.

Before the riot, the Picayune had described the white treatment of the freed-

men as “kindly good will . . . rarely exhibited in any country by a superior to

an inferior race.” These words reflected the attitude of superiority held by whites

of the time. Unfortunately, that kindly goodwill was not demonstrated at the

Mechanics’ Institute meeting.

1. Why did the freed slaves and the former Confederates have

different feelings about the end of the war?

2. What happened in the first statewide election after the war?

3. What was the purpose of the Black Codes?

4. What did the Freedmen’s Bureau provide for former slaves?

5. How did Louisiana react to the Fourteenth Amendment?

6. What was the purpose of the meeting at the Mechanics’

Institute in New Orleans and what happened?

Check for UnderstandingCheck for Understanding✓✓

Section 1   After the War 355

�
At the time of this meeting,

the Mechanics’ Institute

building was serving as the

statehouse.

LagniappeLagniappe


