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Freedmen’s Bureau

In 1865 Congress established the Freedmen’s Bureau, an
agency providing relief for freed-people and certain poor
people in the South. The Bureau had a difficult job. At its high
point, about 900 agents served the entire South. Bureau
commissioner Oliver O. Howard eventually decided to use the
Bureau’s limited budget to distribute food to the poor and to
provide education and legal help for freed-people. The Bureau
also helped African American war veterans.

The Freedmen’s Bureau played an important role in
establishing more schools in the South. Laws against educating
slaves meant that most freedpeople had never learned to read or
write. Before the war ended, however, northern groups, such as
the American Missionary Association, began providing books
and teachers to African Americans. The teachers were mostly
women who were committed to helping freedpeople. One
teacher said of her students, “I never before saw children so
eager to learn.... It is wonderful how [they]...can have so great
a desire for knowledge, and such a capacity for
attaining [reaching] it.”

After the war, some freedpeople organized their own
education efforts. For example, Freedmen’s Bureau agents
found that some African Americans had opened schools in
abandoned buildings. Many white southerners continued to
believe that African Americans should not be educated. Despite
opposition, by 1869 more than 150,000 African American
students were attending more than 3,000 schools. The
Freedmen’s Bureau also helped establish number of universities
for African Americans, including Howard and Fisk
universities.

Students quickly filled the new classrooms. Working adults
attended classes in the evening. African Americans hoped that
education would help them to understand and protect their
rights and to enable them to find better jobs. Both black and
white southerners benefited from the effort to provide greater
access to education in the South.




President Johnson’s Reconstruction Plan
While the Freedmen’s Bureau was helping African Americans,
the issue of how the South would politically rejoin the Union
remained unresolved. Soon, however, a tragic event ended
Lincoln’s dream of peacefully reuniting the country.
A New President
On the evening of April 14, 1865, President Lincoln and his
wife attended a play at Ford’s Theater in Washington, D.C.
During the play, John Wilkes Booth, a southerner who opposed
Lincoln’s policies, sneaked into the president’s theater box and
shot him. Lincoln was rushed to a boardinghouse across the
street, where he died early the next morning. Vice
President Andrew Johnson was sworn into office quickly.
Reconstruction had now become his responsibility. He would
have to win the trust of a nation shocked at their leader’s death.
Johnson’s plan for bringing southern states back into the
Union was similar to Lincoln’s plan. However, he decided that
wealthy southerners and former Confederate officials would
need a presidential pardon to receive amnesty. Johnson shocked
Radical Republicans by eventually pardoning more than 7,000
people by 1866.

New State Governments

Johnson was a Democrat whom Republicans had put on the
ticket in 1864 to appeal to the border states. A former
slaveholder, he was a stubborn man who would soon face a
hostile Congress.

Johnson offered a mild program for setting up new southern
state governments. First, he appointed a temporary governor for
each state. Then he required that the states revise their
constitutions. Next, voters elected state and federal
representatives. The new state government had to declare that
secession was illegal. It also had to ratify the Thirteenth
Amendment and refuse to pay Confederate debts.

By the end of 1865, all the southern states except Texas had
created new governments. Johnson approved them all and
declared that the United States was restored. Newly elected
representatives came to Washington from each reconstructed
southern state. However, Republicans complained that many
new representatives had been leaders of the Confederacy.
Congress therefore refused to readmit the southern states into
the Union. Clearly, the nation was still divided.




