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Stony the road we trod, bitter the chast’ning rod


Felt in the days when hope unborn had died


Yet with a steady beat, have not our weary feet


Come to the place for which our people sighed?


—James Weldon Johnson, “Lift Every Voice and Sing”















FOREWORD


MOST WHO KNOW CONGRESSMAN James E. Clyburn know him as a political leader who has spent decades effecting change in the halls of the U.S. Capitol. But long before his success as a politician, he was Jim Clyburn, a teacher who touched the lives of countless students from underprivileged backgrounds.


We, Ralph and Jaime, are lucky enough to be two such students. And although we are of different generations and met him thirty-one years apart, both of us graduated from Yale University and went on to careers that exceeded societal expectations, thanks, in large measure, to the role Jim Clyburn played in our lives.


After Jim graduated from South Carolina State College, where he had been a student activist and helped found the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, he turned to the task of making a living in the Deep South. Jobs that allowed Black male college graduates to use their educational skills were scarce, so he ended up doing something that he was always drawn to: teaching. One of his early teaching assignments was at C. A. Brown, a new high school that had opened in the poorest part of Charleston in 1962 to relieve pressure to integrate the local public schools, which had remained segregated eight years after the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education.


He could have easily gotten along with a lackluster performance from himself and those students; they were not people from whom society was expecting achievement. Instead, he dedicated himself to heightening their goals and strengthening their self-belief. He taught them the importance of seeing the possibilities beyond that confined neighborhood in Charleston.


In particular, he taught us, his students, the importance of knowing our history—Black history—years before it became the subject of organized study in American universities. He taught, indeed he preached, that through proper focus, vision, and hard work, they, the descendants of people who survived the brutal Middle Passage, could reach goals beyond their wildest dreams. He specifically included the history of the Black diaspora, ensuring that those students knew all they could of their past and those unsung who came before.


He was especially effective in his work with the nine students who formed a club called the Corsairs and asked him to be their advisor. While the students had originally focused on the social benefits, Jim Clyburn saw this motley, unsophisticated group as diamonds in the rough that he could help polish into successful young men. He immediately began to shift their attention from parties to position them to reach their potential, going so far as to host their weekly meetings in his home, where he and his beloved wife, Emily, instilled in those students an appreciation of the larger world and its possibilities. He used his vast knowledge, persuasive wit, and personal strength to transform these young men into people hungry for success.


From that group—which included one of us, Ralph—came the first three Black students from Charleston to attend Yale, Harvard, and The Citadel. The other members of the Corsairs were also high-achievers in whatever they elected to pursue, and Jim had a similar effect on many of the students that he encountered even after he left the classroom, and has remained a presence in many of their lives to this day—including in ours, where he has been involved from the start.


Take, for example, Jaime’s decision at seventeen to invite Jim to swear him in as the president of his rural Orangeburg-Wilkinson High School’s National Honor Society, something they still laugh about now. Jaime was just a curious teenager at the time, enthralled with politics and eager to meet South Carolina’s first Black congressman in nearly a century. When Jim received the invitation, he was intrigued. He wanted to meet the kid audacious enough to ask his congressman to come to a high school induction ceremony—so he said yes. Jaime had no idea then that he’d build a lifelong bond with the man he now calls his political father, who taught him life lessons in and out of the classroom. Everything he knows about politics, about service, about fighting for what’s right, he learned from Jim Clyburn.


Jaime has also had the privilege of a front-row seat to the work of a truly remarkable public servant. As a staffer in his congressional office, Jaime learned the untold history of South Carolina—the rich legacy and contributions of African Americans that were absent from our textbooks. Through their work together, Jim also taught him that in politics, there are workhorses and there are show horses—and that to truly deliver for the people, you must be a workhorse. And Jim has always delivered—not only for the people of South Carolina, but for the least of those across the nation.


One of the greatest honors of Jaime’s life was working alongside Jim to secure the Congressional Gold Medal for the four South Carolina civil rights pioneers behind Briggs v. Elliott, the first education desegregation case, which became the foundation of Brown v. Board of Education. Later, as floor director in the majority whip’s office, Jaime watched Jim’s quiet strength and unwavering resolve move mountains. Under his leadership, the party passed landmark legislation—from the Affordable Care Act to the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act. And in 2020, it was Jim Clyburn’s pragmatic leadership—and his powerful, perfectly timed endorsement of Joe Biden—that helped save American democracy.


On a personal level, Jaime owes everything to the love, support, and unshakable belief of Jim Clyburn. He saw something in Jaime long before Jaime ever saw it in himself. And more than that, he was willing to put his name, his reputation, and his legacy on the line to stand in Jaime’s corner. And because of Jim Clyburn’s mentorship, a brash seventeen-year-old kid—raised by a teenage mom in rural Orangeburg, South Carolina—defied every odd and rose to chair the oldest political party in the world. That’s the power of lifting up. That’s the power of Jim Clyburn.


To us, Jim Clyburn is more than a teacher and a political leader. He is a moral compass in uncertain times. A mentor who shaped not only our lives, but our characters. A bridge between generations, movements, and ideals. He is, without question, a national treasure.


So it is only right that in The First Eight, Jim Clyburn continues his teaching mission. With a focus on the Black congressmen from South Carolina who served before him, he highlights the historical continuum of which all Black Americans are a part. Through their stories he covers the gamut of Black history and experience during Reconstruction; and, crucially, illuminates the parallels between the challenges then and those Blacks face today, a period that some refer to as a Third Reconstruction. As the ninth Black congressman from South Carolina and a lifelong teacher of history, Jim Clyburn is uniquely positioned to tell this story.


Although this book is dedicated to the First Eight, history will not overlook the ninth. In the decades to come, in lecture halls and libraries alike, students and scholars will turn their eyes to the quiet giant whose voice and acts contributed significantly to the quest to form a more perfect union.


Ralph C. Dawson, Esq., 
and Jaime R. Harrison













INTRODUCTION


I HAVE BEEN TALKING ABOUT the subjects in this book for most of my life. The first eight Black men elected to Congress from South Carolina hold a special significance to me, the ninth. When I became House majority whip in 2007, I requested that their portraits be hung on my conference room wall.


The Library of Congress provided eight elegant black-and-white images, which I still treasure. They are a constant reminder of the shoulders I stand upon. The First Eight’s legacies of resistance and resolve, promise and purpose, faith and fortitude, continue to motivate me every day and in every way.


Soon after these portraits were hung, a group came to meet with me, and one of them asked who they were. When I told them, many of them expressed surprise. They had assumed that the first Black person to ever represent South Carolina in Congress was sitting at the table with them. I replied with my playful-with-a-purpose style, “Oh no. Before I was first, there were eight.”


Although I have known about these men for most of my life, it doesn’t surprise me that many people think I am the first; after all, prior to my election in 1992, it had been nearly one hundred years since the last of the eight, George Washington Murray, had served in Congress. But this conversation solidified my long-held aspiration to tell the stories of the Eight and how they represented the four million Blacks newly emancipated after the Civil War, and who pursued America’s promise of equality for all while displaying little malice and much charity in the face of extreme opposition.


I have always maintained that a person can be no more or no less than their life experiences allow them to be. The eight men at the center of this book shared the common experience of being born before the Civil War, when this country was bitterly divided over slavery. Despite this, the differences in their younger, formative years uniquely informed each pioneering man’s approach to public service.


Richard Harvey Cain and Robert Brown Elliott were Northerners who did not grow up in slave states. Rather, they arrived in South Carolina as adults, not having experienced the inhumaneness of the nation’s original sin.


Meanwhile, Robert Carlos De Large, Alonzo Jacob Ransier, and Thomas Ezekiel Miller had the fortune of growing up in South Carolina with free Black parents. As “mulattos,” as they were known—or, in Miller’s case, as someone born to white parents and raised by free Black parents—they enjoyed the privileges that their paternity provided.


Finally, Joseph Hayne Rainey, Robert Smalls, and George Washington Murray shared the more common Black experience in antebellum South Carolina; they were born enslaved. However, each secured their freedom through unique means—Rainey through purchase, Smalls through escape, and Murray through emancipation.


Despite their diverse backgrounds and different experiences, each of the First Eight rose to the top of his profession and occupied a unique place in our nation’s history during one of its most turbulent periods: the Reconstruction Era. This book tells the history of this era through the perspectives of the First Eight, unfolding chronologically as they contributed to America’s reinvention of its political and social structures to reflect the Declaration of Independence’s proclamation that “all men are created equal,” while incurring the vengeance of former Confederates who wanted to “redeem” South Carolina to its pre-Civil War stance of white supremacy.


Naturally, I define Reconstruction through a South Carolina lens. Reconstruction came early in parts of my home state with the arrival of the Union troops in late 1861, and ending with the departure of federal troops from its borders in 1877. In this period came African Americans’ first opportunity to serve in political office, and over the ensuing decades, the First Eight emerged as leaders among South Carolina’s Black majority. While most of them served in Congress during Reconstruction, three—Smalls, Miller, and Murray—were elected in the post-Reconstruction era, although Smalls had been elected earlier, during Reconstruction. Yet, as I will show in the pages that follow, the valiant efforts of the Eight, all Republican lawmakers, could not stop the violence and fraud deployed by the group that often referred to themselves as Conservative Democrats, or Southern Democrats. But I consider both these monikers to be insults to many of my conservative Democratic friends, whom I respect, and my proud Southern family members, whom I love. So throughout this publication I will refer to them, according to their mission of redeeming the antebellum social order of white supremacy, as “Redeemer Democrats.”


This history may raise a few questions for today’s readers. Why were the First Eight Republicans? And given the history of the Redeemers, why am I, the ninth, a Democrat?


In the nineteenth century, the Republican and Democratic parties espoused very different beliefs than they do today. Founded in 1854 in the lead-up to the Civil War, the Republicans—the anti-slavery party of Abraham Lincoln—were mostly composed of Northern abolitionists, while the Democrats found most of their support in the pro-slavery South. As a result, after the Civil War and well into the beginning of the twentieth century, most Blacks, including my parents, identified as Republicans, remaining loyal to the “party of Lincoln.” However, the ideologies of the two parties began to change, a transformation that culminated in the presidency of the Democrat Franklin Delano Roosevelt. During this period, many Black Americans, drawn to Roosevelt’s social platform, began to shift toward his party—although his New Deal policies excluded assistance for most Blacks. This shift accelerated under President Harry Truman, a Democrat who became the first president to address the NAACP’s National Convention and whose Fair Deal policies included integration of the armed services; and it continued under subsequent administrations, highlighted by Democratic President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s Great Society programs that included Medicare, Medicaid, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the 1968 Fair Housing Act, and other pieces of legislation addressing the effects of past racial discrimination, which the Republican party opposed. Today, the realignment is clear: Civil and political rights for Blacks, among the founding principles of the Republican Party and the fundamental values that I and most African Americans are loyal to, are now championed by Democrats, and consequently, most African Americans today identify with the Democratic Party.


A note about the structure of this book: When comparing any group of political figures, for various reasons, some emerge as more significant than others. By my estimation, Robert Smalls—the only bona fide Civil War hero of the Eight and one of only two Blacks to serve as a delegate to the 1868 and 1895 Constitutional Conventions, which granted, then revoked, Black political and civil rights in the state—lived the most consequential life, not just of the Eight, but of any South Carolinian in memory. Then there is Joseph Hayne Rainey, whose eloquence and status as the first Black man elected to the U.S. House of Representatives made him another man of great significance. Robert Brown Elliott, whose words resonated more deeply than even Rainey’s, was a revered orator throughout the country. Smalls, Rainey, and Elliott all rose to national prominence, and their stature naturally results in their receiving more attention in this book, though the lived experiences of the other five also provide lessons to us all.


Finally, a note about language: Throughout this book, words like “Negro,” “Colored” (a Black person), and “mulatto” (a person of mixed race) are sparingly used. The majority of the First Eight were “mulattos,” a common identifier in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that tends to engender uneasiness today. But perhaps the vilest and most frequently used slur directed at the First Eight and their constituents was the N-word. Because of my visceral aversion to that word, I have made an editorial judgment not to spell it out fully in this book. I have also intentionally minimized the use of the term “slave,” which dehumanizes the people who were held in bondage against their will. I refer to them as “the enslaved,” which recognizes their humanity and speaks to the condition that was forced upon them. Lastly, I have also chosen to follow the new Chicago Manual of Style guidelines and capitalize “Black” and lowercase “white.” This is a relatively new practice that has evolved, as “Black” is a term now associated more with a culture and race than simply describing skin color. During my fifty-eight years of marriage to a librarian, I became a stickler for grammar and happily adopted this new usage.


Like all of us, the First Eight were not perfect. But they rose to the challenges of their time, determined to demonstrate by example that race does not define one’s humanity. They knew that until America lived by its founding principle of “liberty and justice for all,” our country could not achieve its democratic ideals.


Like my predecessors, my life has been grounded in faith and fortitude. As I wrote in my memoir, Blessed Experiences: Genuinely Southern, Proudly Black, “All my experiences have not been pleasant, but I have considered all of them to be blessings.” Indeed, my father, a fundamentalist minister, and my mother, a civic-minded beautician, ensured that I received a foundation grounded in biblical principles, and I have been emboldened by their insistence that I could be successful despite being born under the yoke of Jim Crow. Both of them were adherents to my father’s oft-stated philosophy that one should lead by precept and example, and they practiced what Dad preached. Because of their teachings and practices, I became involved with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) at the age of twelve. As a college student, I naturally resisted laws that stripped civil rights from those who looked like me, becoming a founding member of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and a student protest leader in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The incarcerations and arrests I accrued during this period only strengthened my dedication to the causes we pursued. Then, in my first professional job as a high school history teacher in Charleston, I found the resolve to tell our history accurately, not through the lens of those whose textbooks sought to diminish and exclude African American achievements.


Through it all, as I looked to the future, the hard-won successes of the movements I had served in—the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and the 1968 Fair Housing Act—provided the faith and promise that I could one day serve in public office. This assurance helped fulfill my political purpose: to do everything in my power to ensure that the greatness of America is accessible and affordable to all.


Just like my eight predecessors, I have encountered opposition and setbacks along my journey. Indeed, South Carolina’s history has not always been positive. Some of it has been very unpleasant for me and many others, especially those who look like me. But our history is what it is, and I believe that complete history should be told. And as I tell the history of the First Eight, who have paved the way for me and countless others to come, I have never lost sight of our State’s motto: “While I breathe, I hope.”













PART I

RECONSTRUCTION













CHAPTER 1


FREEDOM
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“How can I expect to keep my freedom unless I fight for it?”


—Robert Smalls


“WHILE I BREATHE, I hope,” the most well-known of South Carolina’s two mottos, must have resonated deeply in the hearts and minds of enslaved Blacks as the first bombs exploded over Charleston Harbor. It was here, at four thirty a.m. on April 12, 1861, that the Civil War began. Until then, the enslaved, who made up most of Charleston’s population, had found little reason for hope. They were held in bondage, forced to labor long hours with no pay, provided inadequate food and shelter, and under threat of physical abuse or even death at the slightest provocation. The blasts that lit up the night sky represented the first real chance for them to realize their collective dream to breathe free.


Among them was Robert Smalls, an intelligent young man who would not be willing to simply wait. If not for this intelligence, none of us may have ever known his name. And, I believe, without his resourcefulness and skillful leadership, the Civil War may have ended very differently.


Smalls had a front-row seat to this unfolding history and a big stake in its outcome, yet as the attack on Fort Sumter commenced, he could not have dreamed of becoming a widely acclaimed war hero and, in my not-so-humble opinion, the most consequential South Carolinian who ever lived. In that moment, though, he and his wife, Hannah, a hotel housekeeper twelve years his senior, likely sat up bleary-eyed with their newborn son, only barely envisioning what their futures might hold.
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Map of the Charleston peninsula, circa 1869.











While Smalls and Hannah listened to the explosions of cannon fire suggesting the dawning of a new day, they may have openly discussed their dreams for freedom. This couple, an exception in the enslaved community, lived together, independent of their owners, in two rooms above a horse stable on East Bay Street.


Although the exact location of their modest home is unknown, I imagine the Smalls family lived near the Charleston City Market, where today’s tourists meet at the liveries to catch a historic horse and carriage ride. The market these tourists would visit still looks much as it did back in 1861. The open-air shed buildings that once housed vendors selling vegetables, meat, and fish now contain merchants hawking trinkets, artworks, and food unique to Charleston. In Smalls’s day, the stalls began at Market Hall on Meeting Street and ran all the way to the waterfront, where ships brought in much of the inventory harvested, butchered, or caught by enslaved laborers.1


Smalls worked on the nearby waterfront. In a show of his ingenuity, he contributed to an entrepreneurial economy among the enslaved by purchasing produce they independently grew on the islands he visited while working on the transport ship the Planter; he then sold the produce to sailors as they arrived in port. His earnings from this endeavor allowed him to make money that he kept for himself.


Smalls’s experience on the night of April 12, 1861, stood in stark contrast to those of the newly minted South Carolina Confederates holding viewing parties on the stately rooftops along the Battery, celebrating the start of a war they had essentially orchestrated.
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Harper’s Weekly illustration of Charlestonians watching the first shots of the Civil War fired on Fort Sumter, 1861. (Courtesy of The Charleston Museum, Charleston, South Carolina)








South Carolina had led the Southern secession from the Union just before Christmas 1860. In the lead-up to Abraham Lincoln’s election, hysteria had grown among the planter class in the state. One Edisto Island plantation owner published a pamphlet issuing a dramatic warning that a Lincoln victory would lead to “emancipation… then poverty, political equality with their former slaves, insurrection, war of extermination between the two races, and death.”2


With their worst fears realized after Lincoln’s victory, the landed gentry, who controlled the levers of power, voted unanimously to leave the United States to form the Confederate States of America. On Christmas Day, a Columbia newspaper declared, “Additional zest is given to the enjoyment of this day, in fact, that within a week, South Carolina has declared her independence.”3


The secessionists sought freedom from the North’s increasing abolitionist tendencies and defiance of the Declaration of Independence’s proclamation that “all men are created equal.” The Confederacy’s vice president, Alexander Stephens of Georgia, declared, “Our foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.”4


A UNIQUE CHILDHOOD


Robert Smalls defied Alexander Stephens’s characterization of African Americans and the institution of slavery. He would soon prove that he was not only the equal of white men, but a talented leader of all men, who—though he’d yet to have a formal education, and likely had not read the Bible—lived up to Matthew 25:14–30 and always used the many talents he possessed, none of which would go buried.


Smalls was born on April 5, 1839, in Beaufort, a coastal town seventy miles south of Charleston that shares much with its more visited neighbor: moss-draped live oak trees, historic buildings with distinct southern character, and a legacy of slavery. Beaufort also shares Charleston’s proximity to water. The home where Smalls spent his childhood still stands a few blocks from the Beaufort River, which feeds into Port Royal Sound.


Smalls lived in a tiny two-room shack with his mother, Lydia, just behind their owner Henry McKee’s white wood framed home at 511 Prince Street. Despite his enslavement, Smalls enjoyed many of the benefits of family life during his childhood. His mother’s presence throughout his youth ensured their strong bond, and he shared a familial closeness with the McKee children.5 Smalls likely had a white father, whose identity Lydia never disclosed; some have speculated that it may have been Henry McKee himself.
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The McKee home on Prince Street in Beaufort, where Smalls spent his early years enslaved. He would later purchase the home and live there until his death in 1933. (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS SC,7-BEAUF,32–1)








Smalls’s mother spent her early years on the Ashdale Plantation, the estate the McKees owned on Lady’s Island. Though Lydia was eventually sent to work at their mainland home, at Ashdale she saw the harsh existence and the danger that most enslaved men endured. She worried that her son’s life as a house servant who was favored by his owner had given him a false sense of security; she believed he needed to be protected or one day he might be severely injured, maimed, or even killed for his rebelliousness. After a twelve-year-old Smalls began to get into trouble for defying laws that required Blacks to be off Beaufort’s streets by sundown, she asked McKee to send him to Charleston.


Smalls thrived in Charleston, a city that built its economy on its port and slavery. Founded in 1670 as Charles Town, the peninsula and its surrounding sea islands became the destination for wealthy plantation owners from the English colony of Barbados who had run out of usable land. With its similar climate and vast acreage, South Carolina became the only original American colony that followed the Barbadian model, with an economy built on commercial agriculture cultivated by enslaved laborers.6 The British colonists, with little experience growing rice and living in subtropical conditions, could not have survived without the knowledge and labor of the Africans, whom they exploited.


And exploit they did. In 1774, Gadsden’s Wharf, a popular entry point for the burgeoning slave trade, opened on Charleston’s waterfront. By 1775, South Carolina’s reliance on slavery had made it the wealthiest of the original thirteen colonies, and established Charleston, as one historical account dubs it, as “a hub of human trafficking.”7 In fact, at least forty percent of all enslaved Africans entered America through Charleston Harbor before Congress legally ended the transatlantic importation of slaves in 1808.8 As a result, South Carolina became the only founding American state to have a majority Black population. During Smalls’s time in Charleston, before the Civil War broke out in 1861, Blacks made up fifty-nine percent of the state’s residents.9


Smalls enjoyed the cosmopolitan feel of Charleston, and the streets were filled with throngs of people who looked like him carrying out their required tasks. Despite being just twelve years old when he arrived, he quickly found work as a waiter, earning five dollars a month. As he grew older, stronger, and more knowledgeable about the city, Smalls became a lamplighter and then a stevedore at the port, loading and unloading cargo. His amiable personality and willingness to work hard ultimately caught the eye of the Planter’s owner, who taught him how to pilot the 147-foot steamship. Within a decade of his arrival, and while still enslaved, Smalls had used his resourcefulness to climb to a significant position, earning sixteen dollars a month.10


While this was no small accomplishment, Smalls’s pay ultimately belonged to McKee. As a reward for his hard work and increased wages, his owner allowed him to keep one dollar per month. Smalls, who prioritized his family over all else, saved the money with a plan to one day purchase his wife’s and children’s freedom. He had skillfully negotiated this unusual agreement—an enslaved man “owning” his family—with Hannah’s owner, who by the laws of the day also owned their offspring. When agreeing with the arrangement, Smalls paid a good faith one-hundred-dollar deposit, but it would take significant resourcefulness to save enough to pay the seemingly insurmountable price of eight hundred dollars.11


Still, Smalls found solace in focusing on his goal of freeing his family. By 1862, Smalls had become, as a biographer would later describe him, “a strong minded, strong-bodied young man… [and] after ten years on the Charleston docks, he had… established a strong commitment and leadership pattern among his peers.”12 One of those peers would inadvertently plant the seed that would become Smalls’s fully formed plan to orchestrate his and his family’s escape from slavery.


THE GREAT ESCAPE


Smalls found himself in the unique situation of having the opportunity and the skills to escape, but embarking on such a perilous journey could amount to a suicide mission. Yet his desire for freedom remained so strong, he developed the will to take that chance.


By June 1861, the Confederates had pressed the Planter and its crew into service because it could easily maneuver shallow intercoastal waterways, delivering supplies to bases along the coast. The Confederates employed three white men to oversee the Planter and its enslaved crew. These overseers regularly went into Charleston, leaving the crew unsupervised. Enjoying one of these moments free from scrutiny, the five-foot-five, stocky Smalls playfully picked up the captain’s distinctive floppy hat and pranced around the ship, imitating his mannerisms. Laughing at the performance, one of his crewmates remarked that Smalls bore a strong resemblance to the white captain.


Inspired, Smalls hatched a plan to make their escape the next time their supervisors took an unauthorized excursion into Charleston. He prepared Hannah for the dangers ahead, telling her that if his plan failed, the punishment would be death. Hannah replied without hesitation, “I will go, for where you die, I will die.”13


The opportunity came on May 12, 1862. The captain and his colleagues departed the ship for their night out. Smalls knew they would not return until the next morning, and he had no intention of being there to greet them. He and the other enslaved crew members sent for their families and waited until three a.m. to set the plan in motion. As the ship’s pilot, Smalls took charge and ordered the crew to light the fires that fueled the steamship. Half an hour later, in the pre-dawn darkness, the Planter eased its way out into Charleston Harbor on its perilous voyage.


Smalls stood authoritatively behind the ship’s wheel, wearing the captain’s uniform and his signature floppy hat, focused on the mission ahead. Before the sun rose, the Planter had to travel past five Confederate checkpoints to protect their identities under the cover of darkness.


With the Planter’s cargo of guns and ammunition loaded for delivery to Fort Ripley, Smalls maneuvered the ship past the first four guard stations with relative ease. But as the ship headed toward Fort Sumter, the Confederates’ first line of defense in Charleston Harbor, Smalls steeled himself for closer scrutiny: At the point of passage, he had to steer uncomfortably close to the Confederate watchtower to avoid suspicion.


The Planter approached Fort Sumter at 4:15 a.m. After the thirty-six-hour bombardment that had launched the war just thirteen months earlier, Fort Sumter’s five-feet-thick and five-feet-high masonry walls stood menacingly, protecting the prized “cradle of the Confederacy.” Cool under pressure, Smalls steered the boat as though nothing was unusual, remaining in the pilothouse with his arms crossed as he had watched the captain do many times before. He then gave the correct signal on the horn, one he’d long since memorized: three shrill blasts and one hissing sound. After an agonizingly long pause, the sentry at the fort signaled back for the ship to continue onward, shouting to the “captain,” “Blow the damned Yankees to hell!” Smalls responded, “Aye, aye!” and sailed on toward the open waters of the Atlantic Ocean—and straight toward the Union blockade.14


Before the Confederates could register the ship’s trajectory, the Planter picked up speed and was soon out of firing range. Hannah had brought along a white bedsheet, and the crew quickly replaced the Confederate flag that flew above the mast with the white flag of surrender. Smalls later acknowledged this moment worried him the most. He knew Confederate protocol, but he couldn’t anticipate how the Union would react to an enemy ship bearing down on their blockade. Smalls and his crew felt great relief when the Union Navy followed the rules of war and withheld fire as the Planter drew near.


As Smalls pulled alongside the first Union vessel, the blockade commander boarded the stolen steamship finding, to his great surprise, that enslaved men composed the entire crew. Smalls reportedly told the commander, displaying his wry sense of humor, and, I imagine, a great deal of pride, “I thought this ship might be of some use to Uncle Abe.”15


Harper’s Weekly heralded his successful escape and the delivery of a valuable steamship to the Union as “one of the most daring and heroic adventures since the war commenced.”16
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Harper’s Weekly celebrated Robert Smalls’s daring escape by featuring illustrations of him and the Planter in its June 14, 1862, edition. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-117998)








To Smalls, his crew, and their families, the events of early May 13, 1862, amounted to much more than an adventure. Smalls led them on a mission that all knew could end in death, and through his cleverness and determination they emerged unscathed and feted. This improbable feat could not have been accomplished by an inferior and unintelligent Black man, as the Confederates considered this hero to be. Rather, Smalls’s Great Escape demonstrated that he embodied South Carolina’s second motto, Animis opibusque parati: “Prepared in mind and resources.” As I look back, I agree with the historian who declared Smalls “the most dramatic indication of the capacity of Blacks to fight… for their freedom.”17 My only suggestion would be to add mention, too, of the Union’s salvation.


BIRTHPLACE OF RECONSTRUCTION


Smalls surely did not anticipate that freedom would lead to a return to his hometown. And yet Beaufort, South Carolina, was one of the first places to be emancipated by the Union army, and it was there that he found promises of what life could be for the formerly enslaved if the Union won the Civil War.


The Union navy had captured Hilton Head in November 1861 and took over St. Helena and Port Royal Sounds and the surrounding land. There they established the Union’s southern headquarters.18 And it was here that, safely beyond the Confederates’ reach, the Planter and its “contrabands”—as Union forces described the enslaved people they considered spoils of war—joined the ten thousand Blacks now living free.19


Smalls found the islands near his childhood home very different from the way they were when he left. As federal troops moved in, white residents abandoned their stately homes and the nearly two hundred plantations in the area, leaving behind their enslaved laborers. Other “contrabands” had escaped from nearby communities, making their way to safety across Union lines. This mass of humanity presented a significant problem for the Union military, which was not prepared to fight a war and at the same time help transition so many newly freed people to self-sufficiency.


To address this dilemma, the federal government established the Port Royal Experiment, a cooperative endeavor with private philanthropists that one South Carolina historian described as an effort to “prove to a doubting white Northern public that persons of African descent would work for a living and that they would fight for their freedom.”20 As part of this effort, they established Mitchelville, one of the first self-sufficient Black communities near Hilton Head, which at its height reached three thousand residents and had a governing body made up of freedmen.21


Today, most people know Hilton Head as a beach resort. But the island first began as the home of indigenous tribes; and after colonizers introduced the plantation system, before liberation, enslaved people made up most of the population. They developed their own culture, known in South Carolina and North Carolina as Gullah. Gullah—also called Geechee in Georgia and Florida—included a distinctive creole language that fused enslaved Africans’ diverse dialects with English, enabling them to communicate without their white overseers understanding what they were saying. The planters viewed the Gullah/Geechee language as a sign of ignorance, when in reality it demonstrated the remarkable resourcefulness of the enslaved people. Hilton Head Island remained a thriving Black enclave until 1956, when a bridge was built to connect the isolated island to Beaufort’s mainland. This easy access resulted in developers driving many African American families off the land they had owned since the Civil War: a story that has been replicated all along the South Carolina coastline, leading to the loss of wealth and landownership Blacks in Gullah communities accumulated over generations.


But in 1862, Smalls, who had been raised in the Gullah culture, found himself and his family joining a ballooning population of newly freed people participating in the Port Royal Experiment. This transformational program paid laborers for their work and ensured their welfare with food and housing, while planning for a future where Blacks would be self-sufficient by teaching those that had been denied an education to read and write. Reflecting on this denial, I am struck by its intent. Governments don’t deny an education to people unless they fear the empowerment that comes with knowledge. Planters denigrated Blacks as inferior “barbarians,” yet they employed countless devices to prevent the enslaved from disproving that falsehood. Smalls’s courageous escape, outthinking and outmaneuvering a phalanx of white “superiors” and soldiers, proved this point.


ENSLAVEMENT TO EMISSARY


Smalls’s trajectory, from enslavement to an emissary for his race, happened quickly. His effectiveness in this role led to a decision that would change the course of the war and ensure freedom for the millions of enslaved Blacks.


Union officers appreciated Smalls’s extraordinary abilities and the power of his heroism. Just three months after Smalls gained his freedom by delivering the Planter to the Union forces, Brigadier General Rufus Saxton, the military governor of the Department of the South, sent the now twenty-four-year-old to Washington. His mission: meet with President Abraham Lincoln and the secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, and convince them to support the enlistment of Black troops into the Union cause. A difficult mission, even for a war hero.


I can only imagine how overwhelming it was for Smalls when he arrived in the nation’s capital for the first time in August 1862. The city perched on the Potomac River had similarities with his home, namely the presence of military regiments mingling with a multitude of free Blacks. Lincoln had signed a proclamation ending slavery in Washington, D.C. in April 1862, eight months before the better-known Emancipation Proclamation took effect in Beaufort and other Confederate states. Boardinghouses had sprung up across the city to accommodate the crushing influx of people seeking to secure their freedom.


Washington looked very different during Smalls’s inaugural trip than the imposing and inspiring seat of power that it is today. The Washington Monument stood partially constructed, looking more like the Leaning Tower of Pisa than the modern-day towering obelisk. The U.S. Capitol dome was still under construction, which had continued despite the war; and the White House, minus the familiar West Wing, had just undergone very extensive and expensive renovations thanks to the First Lady. It couldn’t have escaped Smalls’s attention that the iconic structures symbolizing America’s promise of freedom had been built by enslaved laborers who toiled from sunup to sunset six days a week, earning compensation for their owners.


For someone whose life experiences resembled those of the laborers much more than those of the powerful men he had come to meet, this mission to Washington had to be intimidating. But if it was, Smalls didn’t show it.


Smalls, accompanied on this trip by Rev. Mansfield French, attended multiple meetings with cabinet members. At each one, Smalls enthralled them, recounting his courageous escape with the confidence of a seasoned storyteller. President Lincoln also met the war hero, for whom he had signed legislation earlier that year granting him a portion of the Planter’s value as a reward for its delivery to the Union. No full account exists of what one historian called “perhaps the most consequential meeting Lincoln had with an African American in the first two years of his administration,”22 but I envision the two raconteurs in Lincoln’s second-floor office of the White House, swapping stories and speaking earnestly about the imperative to win the war. We do know that Lincoln asked Smalls why he dared to escape on the Planter. The young man simply replied, “Freedom.”23


But Smalls also had his mission in mind. He carried with him a letter from General Saxton, which read: “I very respectfully but urgently request of you authority to enroll as laborers in the employ of the Quartermaster’s Department a force not exceeding 5,000 able-bodied men from among the contrabands in this department… to be furnished with soldiers’ rations, for each class. The men to be uniformed, armed, and officered by men detailed from the Army.”24 Smalls offered to recruit troops personally, believing the formerly enslaved would be “better soldiers than the present ones because they will be fighting for their freedom.”25


The Militia Act of 1792, which in part prohibited African Americans from bearing arms on behalf of the U.S. military, would have been a barrier to this goal. This clause had been included to mitigate white citizens’ fears that if armed, Blacks would turn the weapons on their oppressors. However, just a month before Smalls’s visit, Lincoln had signed an amended Militia Act that allowed the president to utilize free Blacks in the military for any purpose “he may judge best for the public welfare.”26 Still, the Lincoln administration had, up to that point, resisted enlisting African Americans. A few weeks before Smalls’s arrival, Secretary Stanton had even told an Indiana delegation that to enlist Blacks in the Union military “would turn fifty thousand bayonets from loyal Border States against us that were for us.”27 President Lincoln had also raised concerns that Blacks might not make good soldiers since they were untrained and untested on the battlefield.


But Smalls’s heroic story and his personal plea to recruit freedmen to the Union cause must have been powerful. Somehow, despite the previous positions taken by the Lincoln administration, Smalls returned to Port Royal with a letter from Secretary of War Stanton authorizing five thousand Black recruits.


Emboldened by his diplomatic success, Smalls offered to join the new Black regiment, the First South Carolina Volunteer Infantry. General Saxton asked, “Why would you enlist?”


Smalls replied, “How can I expect to keep my freedom unless I fight for it?”28


Still, the Union navy considered his services as the Planter’s pilot too valuable to let him fight with the army, so instead, Smalls settled on convincing others to serve. Reportedly, he ended up recruiting five thousand Black soldiers to the Union cause.29


But his triumphant mission had greater consequences. According to the National Archives, after Smalls secured permission for their enlistment, 170,000 Black soldiers joined the Union army and an additional 19,000 joined the Union navy, a formidable injection of power. Although they served only a little more than half of the four-year Civil War, 40,000 Black Union troops lost their lives. They served bravely and defied all expectations.


In 1865, President Lincoln acknowledged their extraordinary contributions, saying, “Without the military help of the Black freedmen, the war against the South could not have been won.”30 Indeed, in my not-so-humble opinion, no Civil War victory or hero can measure up to the consequences that flowed from Smalls’s heroic feat with the Planter and audience with Abraham Lincoln.


EMANCIPATION DAY


Although General Saxton would not honor Smalls’s wish to enlist in the South Carolina First Infantry Regiment, one thousand freedmen joined the first unit of formerly enslaved men. Their service officially began on January 1, 1863, the day the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect. On that auspicious day, the Black troops gathered with many local men, women, and children in a stand of majestic oak trees on a former plantation, known then as Camp Saxton. They came out to hear General Saxton, the camp’s namesake, read aloud the document declaring, “All persons held as slaves [within the rebellious states] are, and henceforward shall be free.”31


Moved by the gravity of the moment, the audience broke into impromptu song. “My country, ’tis of thee, sweet land of liberty” rose from deep within the souls of the freed people, as if they were recognizing for the first time that America was their country. The lyrics swelled from this coastal setting, filled with hopes of a people long held in bondage but now free.32


Celebrations like this didn’t happen all over the South. While emancipation officially came to Black residents of the occupied portions of Beaufort County on that day, most enslaved South Carolinians and those in other slave states didn’t learn of their freedom until Union troops moved through their communities. Consequently, today, many states and communities celebrate emancipation on dates other than January 1. Notably, the enslaved in Galveston, Texas, one of the farthest points west in the Confederate states, did not become aware of their freedom until June 19, 1865, two and a half years after the proclamation went into effect. African Americans have celebrated Juneteenth, that day of Jubilee, ever since.


I often refer to this as an example of the atrocities that sometimes flow from the failure to communicate. The Blacks in Galveston, Texas, remained enslaved because nobody communicated to them that they were free. But, as historian Annette Gordon-Reed rightly said, as a holiday, Juneteenth isn’t about “commemorating a delayed proclamation, but about celebrating a people’s enduring spirit.”33 And while I agree with the sentiment, I take a more unvarnished approach that establishing the Juneteenth holiday was a necessary step toward acknowledging our nation’s very spotty history on race. And on June 17, 2021, I took great pride in being among those in Congress to codify Juneteenth as a federal holiday.


When I explain to my white friends the importance of this day in the Black community, I reference how the National Museum of African American History and Culture calls Juneteenth “our country’s second Independence Day.” This distinction underscores that July 4th marks only white America’s independence from British rule in 1776. The enslaved people of this country had to wait nearly a century longer for their independence.34


MILITARY SERVICE


Robert Smalls didn’t attend the reading of the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. Instead, he remained at the helm of his beloved Planter, and was very active in the navy during the war, fighting in at least seventeen skirmishes.35


One particularly harrowing battle occurred on December 1, 1863, when the Planter set off on a mission to take rations from Folly Island to a Union encampment on Morris Island. Confederate troops recognized the stolen steamship and, eager to reclaim it and secure the $4,000 reward offered by the Confederacy for Smalls’s capture, they unleashed a barrage of heavy fire on the Planter near Secessionville.


The fierceness of the firefight frightened the Planter’s white captain. He ordered Smalls to beach the ship and surrender, a move that would have meant certain death for the fugitive slave. Summoning his celebrated bravery and rebellious streak, Smalls responded, “Not by a damn sight will I beach this boat.” Fearing the worst, the captain abandoned his post and hid in the coal bunker. Smalls latched the door behind him and took control of the ship, steering the craft to the safety of Morris Island.


Upon hearing what happened, Union commanders immediately dismissed the captain and promoted Smalls to the role. With this elevation, Smalls earned a monthly salary of $150, a far cry from the $16 he earned a few years earlier.36 It also marked the first time he could be called Captain Smalls, a title that had never been granted a Black man—enslaved or free.


TRIUMPHANT RETURN TO CHARLESTON


As Smalls’s status continued to rise across the country, the tide of the war turned in the Union’s favor, and President Lincoln easily won his reelection in November 1864. Smalls lived among the free Blacks who thrived in the Union-controlled areas of Beaufort County; all the while the war continued to rage in Charleston, the city he’d left behind.


In a twist of fate, Smalls, in the meantime, purchased the former McKee home on Prince Street at an auction for properties forfeited due to unpaid taxes. During the war, Smalls’s mother had continued to live in the house as a free woman employed to look after the Union troops garrisoned there. After Smalls acquired the property, Lydia lived there with her son and his family for the rest of her life. And, in an act of kindness and generosity, the Smalls-McKee family connection came full circle.


Smalls invited Henry McKee’s widow, Jane, to live in her former house after her husband’s death in 1875, and he cared for her until she passed away in 1904. Smalls and his descendants owned the home for ninety years. Today, thanks to Congress’s favorable response to legislation I introduced, the house is now under the auspices of the National Trust of Historic Preservation. The National Park Service also conducts limited tours of the home so that visitors may experience its rich history and learn more about the remarkable life of Robert Smalls firsthand.


While the fate of Beaufort and its occupants rose with the Union’s fortunes, the Confederate crown jewel of Charleston lost its luster. The city was under constant bombardment by the Union. One prisoner of war referred to it as “the burnt district.” The formerly enslaved were the only Charlestonians who remained. They took great joy in occupying the abandoned mansions that they could once enter only through the back door.37


After a 545-day siege—longer than any other in American history—February 18, 1865, became Charleston’s Emancipation Day. (Today, the city celebrates on January 1.) Victorious Union soldiers led by the Twenty-First U.S. Colored Troops marched into the conquered “cradle of the Confederacy.”38 Troops extinguished the more than two dozen fires that still burned from the Confederate soldiers igniting cotton and ammunition stores as they fled the city. The smoke-filled air cleared and, despite the rubble-filled streets lined with blackened shells of buildings, the city transformed into a scene of new possibilities rising from the ashes. The transcendent spirit that emerged celebrated the most significant casualty of the war—slavery.


In the days that followed, Black Charlestonians joined the arriving Fifty-Fourth, an all-Black regiment made famous in the movie Glory that chronicled its courageous but ill-fated assault on Fort Wagner, and Fifty-Fifth U.S. Colored Infantry, which included some familiar faces of those who once walked these same streets as slaves. Choruses of “John Brown’s Body” rang out and shouts of jubilation built as the crowd grew in the streets.
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Harper’s Weekly illustration of the Fifty-Fifth Colored Infantry marching into Charleston after the Union’s victory, 1865. (Courtesy of The Charleston Museum, Charleston, South Carolina)








The city once under the tight grip of the white power structure now erupted with boisterous Blacks filling the streets under the protective watch of their nearly all-Black liberators, who now controlled the city. Colonel Charles Fox of the Massachusetts Fifty-Fifth relayed the feeling of the scene unfolding around him. Fox proclaimed, “The glory and triumph of this hour may be imagined, but it can never be described. It was one of those occasions which happens but once in a lifetime, to be lived over in memory forever.”39


Two months later, Smalls made his triumphant return to Charleston. On April 14, 1865, he piloted the Planter back into the wharf for the first time since it had left under the cover of darkness. This time, returning with three thousand freedmen and -women on board, and everyone in the city knew his name. Smalls’s biographer Andrew Billingsley described him at that time as “courageous and proud, an American hero who wore his heroism well. He was dignified, soft-spoken, and had a ready smile. He was worshiped by Blacks and highly respected by whites all over the nation.”40


To me, Smalls’s accomplishments are unparalleled in our nation’s history. In just two years’ time, he escaped enslavement, became an honored war hero and the first Black captain of a naval vessel, and had a consequential meeting with the president of the United States that changed the course of the war and our nation’s history. And so, nearly 150 later, it was only fitting to give Smalls some of the recognition by Congress I believe he deserves.


When I was House majority whip, my suite of offices in the U.S. Capitol included the Lincoln Room, where U.S. Capitol historians said Lincoln would sit, in an alcove by the fireplace, telling stories and writing letters home. Today, a large portrait of President Lincoln hangs on a wall for all to see.


When I became the steward of the Lincoln Room, I believed it only fitting to also hang a portrait of Robert Smalls in the space as a tribute to the role he played in persuading Lincoln to allow African Americans to join the Union forces. Alongside Smalls’s biographer Dr. Andrew Billingsley, I unveiled the portrait in a ceremony on February 27, 2019—a tribute to the South Carolinian who met with President Lincoln more than a century ago and changed the course of the Civil War.


April 14, 1865, held all the promise of new beginnings. But while Charleston erupted with joy, that same night, devastation gripped Washington, D.C., when a bullet felled President Lincoln at Ford’s Theatre. South Carolina’s coast did not hear the news until days later.


I imagine Smalls deeply felt the loss of the president he knew personally, who had the audacity to emancipate the enslaved and the fortitude to allow the freedmen to join the fight to preserve the Union. Upon learning the news, Smalls shared aloud the prayer in every freed person’s heart: “Lord have mercy on us all.”41
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