Why They Impeached Andrew Johnson

David Herbert Donald

The story of presidential Reconstruction after Lincoln is told in this essay by David Her-
bert Donald, Charles Warren Professor of American History at Harvard University. Lin-
coln’s approach to restoring the Union was cautious, practical, thoughtful—humane in
every sense of the word. Because of his assassination, however, the evaluation of his
policy has to be a study in the might-have-beens of history. The Reconstruction policy of
his successor, Andrew Johnson, superficially similar to Lincoln’s, was reckless, impracti-
cal, emotional, and politically absurd. While historians have differed in evaluating his
purposes, they have agreed unanimously that his management of the problem was inept
and that his policy was a total failure.

Professor Donald’s essay provides an extended character study of Johnson, and it is not
an attractive portrait. Donald believes that Johnson “threw away a magnificent opportu-
nity” to smoothly and speedily return the Confederate states to a harmonious place in
the Union. But he also shows how difficult Johnson’s task was and to how great an ex-
tent Southern white opinion was set against the full acceptance of black equality. Don-
ald is the author of many books, including a Pulitzer Prize—winning biography of the
Massachusetts senator, Charles Sumnet.
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Reconstruction after the Civil War posed some of the most discouraging problems
that have ever faced American statesmen. The South was prostrate. Its defeated
soldiers straggled homeward through a countryside desolated by war. Southern soil
was untilled and exhausted; southern factories and railroads werc worn out. The
four billion dollars of southern capital invested in Negro slaves was wiped out by
advancing Union armies, “the most stupendous act of sequestration in the history
of Anglo-American jurisprudence.” The white inhabitants of eleven states had
somehow to be reclaimed from rebellion and restored to a firm loyalty to the
United States. Their four million former slaves had simultaneously to be guided
into a proper use of their newfound freedom.

For the victorious Union government there was no time for reflection. Imme-
diate decisions had to be made. Thousands of destitute whites and Negroes had to
be fed before long-range plans of rebuilding the southern economy could be
drafted. Some kind of government had to be established in these former Confeder-
ate states, to preserve order and to direct the work of restoration.

A score of intricate questions must be answered: Should the defeated southern-
ers be punished or pardoned? How should genuinely loyal southern Unionists be
rewarded? What was to be the social, economic, and political status of the now free
Negroes? What civil rights did they have? Ought they to have the ballot? Should
they be given a freehold of property? Was Reconstruction to be controlled by the
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national government, or should the southern states work out their own salvation? If
the federal government supervised the process, should the President or the Con-
gress be in control?

Intricate as were the problems, in early April, 1865, they did not seem insuper-
able. President Abraham Lincoln was winning the peace as he had already won the
war. He was careful to keep every detail of Reconstruction in his own hands; unwill-
ing to be committed to any “exclusive, and inflexible plan,” he was working out a
pragmatic program of restoration not, perhaps, entirely satisfactory to any group,
but reasonably acceptable to all sections. With his enormous prestige as comman-
der of the victorious North and as victor in the 1864 election, he was able to
promise freedom to the Negro, charity to the southern white, security to the North.

The blighting of these auspicious beginnings is one of the saddest stories in
American history. The reconciliation of the sections, which seemed so imminent in
1865, was delayed for more than ten years. Northern magnanimity toward a fallen
foe curdled into bitter distrust. Southern whites rejected moderate leaders, and in-
veterate racists spoke for the new South. The Negro, after serving as a political
pawn for a decade, was relegated to a second-class citizenship, from which he is yet
struggling to emerge. Rarely has democratic government so completely failed as
during the Reconstruction decade.

The responsibility for this collapse of American statesmanship is, of course,
complex. History is not a tale of deep-dyed villains or pure-assnow heroes. Part of
the blame must fall upon ex-Confederates who refused to recognize that the war
was over; part upon freedmen who confused liberty with license and the ballot box
with the lunch pail; part upon northern antislavery extremists who identified patri-
otism with loyalty to the Republican party; part upon the land speculators, treasury
grafters, and railroad promoters who were unwilling to have a genuine peace lest it
end their looting of the public till.

Yet these divisive forces were not bound to triumph. Their success was due to
the failure of constructive statesmanship that could channel the magnanimous feel-
ings shared by most Americans into a positive program of reconstruction. President
Andrew Johnson was calléd upon for positive leadership, and he did not meet the
challenge.

Andrew Johnson’s greatest weakness was his insensitivity to public opinion. In
contrast to Lincoln, who said, “Public opinion in this country is everything,” John-
son made a career of battling the popular will. A poor white, a runaway tailor’s ap-
prentice, a self-educated Tennessee politician, Johnson was a living defiance to the
dominant southern belief that leadership belonged to the plantation aristocracy.

As senator from Tennessee, he defied the sentiment of his section in 1861 and
refused to join the secessionist movement. When Lincoln later appointed him mili-
tary governor of occupied Tennessee, Johnson found Nashville “a furnace of trea-
son,” but he braved social ostracism and threats of assassination and discharged his
duties with boldness and efficiency.

Such a man was temperamentally unable to understand the northern mood in
1865, much less to yield to it. For four years the northern people had been
whipped into wartime frenzy by propaganda tales of Confederate atrocities. The as-
sassination of Lincoln by a southern sympathizer confirmed their belief in south-
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ern brutality and heartlessness. Few northerners felt vindictive toward the South,
but most felt that the rebellion they had crushed must never rise again. Johnson ig-
nored this postwar psychosis gripping the North and plunged ahead with his pro-
gram of rapidly restoring the southern states to the Union. In May, 1865, without
any previous preparation of public opinion, he issued a proclamation of amnesty,
granting forgiveness to nearly all the millions of former rebels and welcoming
them back into peaceful fraternity. Some few Confederate leaders were excluded
from his general amnesty, but even they could secure pardon by special petition.
For weeks the White House corridors were thronged with exConfederate statesmen
and former southern generals who daily received presidential forgiveness.

Ignoring public opinion by pardoning the former Confederates, Johnson actu-
ally entrusted the formation of new governments in the South to them. The provi-
sional governments established by the President proceeded, with a good deal of re-
luctance, to rescind their secession ordinances, to abolish slavery, and to repudiate
the Confederate debt. Then, with far more enthusiasm, they turned to electing gov-
ernors, representatives, and senators. By December, 1865, the southern states had
their delegations in Washington waiting for admission by Congress. Alexander H.
Stephens, once vice president of the Confederacy, was chosen senator from Geor-
gia; not one of the North Carolina delegation could take a loyalty oath; and all of
South Carolina’s congressmen had “either held office under the Confederate
States, or been in the army, or countenanced in some way the Rebellion.”

Johnson himself was appalled, “There seems in many of the elections some-
thing like defiance, which is all out of place at this time.” Yet on December 5 he
strongly urged the Congress to seat these southern representatives “and thereby
complete the work of reconstruction.” But the southern states were omitted from
the roll call.

Such open defiance of northern opinion was dangerous under the best of cir-
cumstances, but in Johnson’s case it was little more than suicidal. The President
seemed not to realize the weakness of his position. He was the representative of no
major interest and had no genuine political following. He had been considered for
the vice presidency in 1864 because, as a southerner and a former slaveholder, he
could lend plausibility to the Republican pretension that the old parties were dead
" and that Lincoln was the nominee of a new, nonsectional National Union party.

A political accident, the new Vice President did little to endear himself to his
countrymen. At Lincoln’s second inauguration Johnson appeared before the Sen-
ate in an obviously inebriated state and made a long, intemperate harangue about
his plebeian origins and his hard-won success. President, Cabinet, and senators
were humiliated by the shameful display, and Charles Sumner felt that “the Senate
should call upon him to resign.” Historians now know that Andrew Johnson was
not a heavy drinker. At the time of his inaugural display, he was just recovering
from a severe attack of typhoid fever. Feeling ill just before he entered the Senate
chamber, he asked for some liquor to steady his nerves, and either his weakened
condition or abnormal sensitivity to alcohol betrayed him.

Lincoln reassured Republicans who were worried over the affair: “I have known
Andy for many years; he made a bad slip the other day, but you need not be scared.
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Andy ain’t a drunkard.” Never again was Andrew Johnson seen under the influence
of alcohol, but his reformation came too late. His performance on March 4, 1865,
seriously undermined his political usefulness and permitted his opponents to dis-
credit him as a pothouse politician. Johnson was catapulted into the presidency by
John Wilkes Booth’s bullet. From the outset his position was weak, but it was not
necessarily untenable. The President’s chronic lack of discretion made it so. Where
common sense dictated that a chief executive in so disadvantageous a position
should act with great caution, Johnson proceeded to imitate Old Hickory, Andrew
Jackson, his political idol. If Congress crossed his will, he did not hesitate to defy it.
Was he not “the Tribune of the People”™?

Sure of his rectitude, Johnson was indifferent to prudence. He never learned
that the President of the United States cannot afford to be a quarreler. Apprenticed
in the rough-and-tumble politics of frontier Tennessee, where orators exchanged
violent personalities, crude humor, and bitter denunciations, Johnson continued to
make stump speeches from the White House. All too often he spoke extemporane-
ously, and he permitted hecklers in his audience to draw from him angry charges
against his critics.

On Washington’s birthday in 1866, against the advice of his more sober advis-
ers, the President made an impromptu address to justify his Reconstruction policy.
“I fought traitors and treason in the South,” he told the crowd; “now when I turn
around, and at the other end of the line find men—I care not by what name you
call them—who will stand opposed to the restoration of the Union of these States, I
am free to say to you that I am still in the field.”

During the “great applause” which followed, a nameless voice shouted, “Give
us the names at the other end. . . . Who are they?”

“You ask me who they are,” Johnson retorted. “I say Thaddeus Stevens of Penn-
sylvania is one; I say Mr. Sumner is another; and Wendell Phillips is another.” Ap-
plause urged him to continue. “Are those who want to destroy our institutions . . .
not satisfied with the blood that has been shed? . . . Does not the blood of Lincoln
appease the vengeance and wrath of the opponents of this government?”

The President’s remarks were as untrue as they were impolitic. Not only was it
manifestly false to assert that the leading Republican in the House and the most
conspicuous Republican in the Senate were opposed to “the fundamental princi-
ples of this government” or that they had been responsible for Lincoln’s assassina-
tion; it was incredible political folly to impute such actions to men with whom the
President had to work daily. But Andrew Johnson never learned that the President
of the United States must function as a party leader.

There was a temperamental coldness about this plain-featured, grave man that
kept him from easy, intimate relations with even his political supporters. His massive
head, dark, luxuriant hair, deep-set and piercing eyes, and cleft square chin seemed
to Charles Dickens to indicate “courage, watchfulness, and certainly strength of pur-
pose,” but his was a grim face, with “no genial sunlight in it.” The coldness and re-
serve that marked Johnson’s public associations doubtless stemmed from a deep-
seated feeling of insecurity; this self-educated tailor whose wife had taught him how
to write could never expose himself by letting down his guard and relaxing.
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A Harper’s Weekly cartoon depicts Johnson (left) and Thaddeus Stevens (right) as engineers
committed to a collision course.

Johnson knew none of the arts of managing men, and he seemed unaware that
face-saving is important for a politician. When he became President, Johnson was
besieged by advisers of all political complexions. To each he listened gravely and
non-committally, raising no questions and by his silence seeming to give consent.
With Radical Senator Sumner, already intent upon giving the freedmen both
homesteads and the ballot, he had repeated interviews during the first month of
his presidency. “His manner has been excellent, & even sympathetic,” Sumner re-
ported triumphantly. With Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase, Sumner urged Johnson
to support immediate Negro suffrage and found the President was “welldisposed, &
sees the rights & necessities of the case.” In the middle of May, 1865, Sumner reas
sured a Republican caucus that the President was a true Radical; he had listened re-
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peatedly to the Senator and had told him “there is no difference between us.” Be-
fore the end of the month the rug was pulled from under Sumner’s feet. Johnson
issued his proclamation for the reconstruction of North Carolina, making no provi-
sions for Negro suffrage. Sumner first learned about it through the newspapers.

While he was making up his mind, Johnson appeared silently receptive to all
ideas; when he had made a decision, his mind was immovably closed, and he de-
fended his course with all the obstinacy of a weak man. In December, alarmed by
Johnson'’s Reconstruction proclamations, Sumner again sought an interview with
the President. “No longer sympathetic, or even kindly,” Sumner found, “he was
harsh, petulant, and unreasonable.” The Senator was depressed by Johnson’s “prej-
udice, ignorance, and perversity” on the Negro suffrage issue. Far from listening
amiably to Sumner’s argument that the South was still torn by violence and not yet
ready for readmission, Johnson attacked him with cheap analogies. “Are there no
murders in Massachusetts?” the President asked.

“Unhappily yes,” Sumner replied, “sometimes.”

“Are there no assaults in Boston? Do not men there sometimes knock each
other down, so that the police is obliged to interfere?”

“Unhappily yes.”

“Would you consent that Massachusetts, on this account, should be excluded
from Congress?” Johnson triumphantly queried. In the excitement the President
unconsciously used Sumner’s hat, which the Senator had placed on the floor be-
side his chair, as a spittoon!

Had Johnson been as resolute in action as he was in argument, he might con-
ceivably have carried much of his party with him on his Reconstruction program.
Promptness, publicity, and persuasion could have created a presidential following.
Instead Johnson boggled. Though he talked boastfully of “kicking out” officers who
failed to support his plan, he was slow to act. His own Cabinet, from the very begin-
ning, contained members who disagreed with him, and his secretary of war, Edwin
M. Stanton, was openly in league with the Republican elements most hostile to the
President. For more than two years he impotently hoped that Stanton would resign;
then in 1867, after Congress had passed the Tenure of Office Act, he tried to oust
the Secretary. This belated firmness, against the letter of the law, led directly to
Johnson’s impeachment trial.

Instead of working with his party leaders and building up political support
among Republicans, Johnson in 1866 undertook to organize his friends into a new
party. In August a convention of white southerners, northern Democrats, moderate
Republicans, and presidential appointees assembled in Philadelphia to endorse
Johnson’s policy. Union General Darius Couch of Massachusetts marched arm in
arm down the convention aisle with Governor James L. Orr of South Carolina, to
symbolize the states reunited under Johnson’s rule. The convention produced fer-
vid oratory, a dignified statement of principles—but not much else. Like most third-
party reformist movements it lacked local support and grass-roots organization.

Johnson himself was unable to breathe life into his stillborn third party. Decid-
ing to take his case to the people, he accepted an invitation to speak at a great
Chicago memorial honoring Stephen A. Douglas. When his special train left Wash-
ington on August 98 for a “swing around the circle,” the President was accompa-
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nied by a few Cabinet members who shared his views and by the war heroes Grant
‘and Farragut.

At first all went well. There were some calculated political snubs to the Presi-
dent, but he managed at Philadelphia, New York, and Albany to present his ideas
soberly and cogently to the people. But Johnson’s friends were worried lest his
tongue again get out of control. “In all frankness,” a senator wrote him, do not “al-
low the excitement of the moment to draw from you any extemporaneous speeches.”

At St. Louis, when a Radical voice shouted that Johnson was a “Judas,” the Pres-
ident flamed up in rage. “There was a Judas and he was one of the twelve apostles,”
he retorted. “ .. The twelve apostles had a Christ. . . . If I have played the Judas,
who has been my Christ that I have played the Judas with? Was it Thad Stevens? Was
it Wendell Phillips? Was it Charles Sumner?” Over mingled hisses and applause, he
shouted, “These are the men that stop and compare themselves with the Saviour;
and everybody that differs with them . . . is to be denounced as a Judas.”

Johnson had played into his enemies’ hands. His Radical foes denounced him
as a “trickster,” a “culprit,” a man “touched with insanity, corrupted with lust, stimu-
lated with drink.” More serious in consequence was the reaction of northern mod-
erates, such as James Russell Lowell, who wrote, “What an anti-Johnson lecturer we
have in Johnson! Sumner has been right about the cuss from the first. . . .” The fall
elections were an overwhelming repudiation of the President and his Reconstruc-
tion policy.

Johnson’s want of political sagacity strengthened the very elements in the Re-
publican party which he most feared. In 1865 the Republicans had no clearly de-
fined attitude toward Reconstruction. Moderates like Gideon Welles and Orville
Browning wanted to see the southern states restored with a minimum of restric-
tions; Radicals like Sumner and Stevens demanded that the entire southern social
system be revolutionized. Some Republicans were passionately concerned with the
plight of the freedmen; others were more interested in maintaining the high tariff
and land grant legislation enacted during the war. Many thought mostly of keeping
themselves in office, and many genuinely believed, with Sumner, that “the Republi-
can party, in its objects, is identical with country and with mankind.” These diverse
elements came slowly to adopt the idea of harsh Reconstruction, but Johnson’s
stubborn persistency in his policy left them no alternative. Every step the President
took seemed to provide “a new encouragement to (1) the rebels at the South, (2)
the Democrats at the North and (3) the discontented elements everywhere.” Not
many Republicans would agree with Sumner that Johnson’s pregram was “a defi-
ance to God and Truth,” but there was genuine concern that the victory won by the
war was being frittered away.

The provisional governments established by the President in the South seemed
to be dubiously loyal. They were reluctant to rescind their secession ordinances and
to repudiate the Confederate debt, and they chose high-ranking ex-Confederates
to represent them in Congress. Northerners were even more alarmed when these
southern governments began to legislate upon the Negro’s civil rights. Some laws
were necessary—in order to give former slaves the right to marry, to hold property,
to sue and be sued, and the like—but the Johnson legislatures went far beyond
these immediate needs. South Carolina, for example, enacted that no Negro could
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pursue the trade “of an artisan, mechanic, or shopkeeper, or any other trade or em-
ployment besides that of husbandry” without a special license. Alabama provided
that “any stubborn or refractory servants” or “servants who loiter away their time”
should be fined $50 and, if they could not pay, be hired out for six months’ labor.
Mississippi ordered that every Negro under eighteen years of age who was an or-
phan or not supported by his parents must be apprenticed to some white person,
preferably the former owner of the slave. Such southern laws indicated a determi-
nation to keep the Negro in a state of peonage. :

It was impossible to expect a newly emancipated race to be content with such a
limping freedom. The thousands of Negroes who had served in the Union armies
and had helped conquer their former Confederate masters were not willing to
abandon their new-found liberty. In rural areas southern whites kept these Negroes
under control through the Ku Klux Klan. But in southern cities white hegemony
was less secure, and racial friction erupted in mob violence. In May, 1866, a quarrel
between a Memphis Negro and a white teamster led to a riot in which the city po-
lice and the poor whites raided the Negro quarters and burned and killed promis-
cuously. Far more serious was the disturbance in New Orleans two months later.
The Republican party in Louisiana was split into pro-Johnson conservatives and Ne-
gro suffrage advocates. The latter group determined to hold a constitutional con-
vention, of dubious legality, in New Orleans, in order to secure the ballot for the
freedmen and the offices for themselves. Through imbecility in the War Depart-
ment, the Federal troops occupying the city were left without orders, and the
mayor of New Orleans, strongly opposed to Negro equality, had the responsibility
for preserving order. There were acts of provocation on both sides, and finally, on
July 30, a procession of Negroes marching toward the convention hall was attacked.

“A shot was fired . . . by a policeman, or some colored man in the procession,”
General Philip Sheridan reported. “This led to other shots, and a rush after the
procession. On arrival at the front of the Institute [where the convention met],
there was some throwing of brick-bats by both sides. The police . . . were vigorously
marched to the scene of disorder. The procession entered the Institute with the
flag, about six or eight remaining outside. A row occurred between a policeman
and one of these colored men, and a shot was again fired by one of the parties,
which led to an indiscriminate firing on the building, through the windows, by the
policemen.

“This had been going on for a short time, when a white flag was displayed from
the windows of the Institute, whereupon the firing ceased and the police rushed
into the building. . . . The policemen opened an indiscriminate fire upon the audi-
ence until they had emptied their revolvers, when they retired, and those inside
barricaded the doors. The door was broken in, and the firing again commenced
when many of the colored and white people either escaped out of the door, or were
passed out by the policemen inside, but as they came out, the policemen who
formed the circle nearest the building fired upon them, and they were again fired
upon by the citizens that formed the outer circle.”

Thirty-seven Negroes and three of their white friends were killed: 119 Negroes
and seventeen of their white sympathizers were wounded. Of their assailants, ten
were wounded and but one killed. President Johnson was, of course, horrified by
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these outbreaks, but the Memphis and New Orleans riots, together with the Black
Codes, afforded a devastating illustration of how the President’s policy actually op-
erated. The southern states, it was clear, were not going to protect the Negroes’ ba-
sic rights. They were only grudgingly going to accept the results of the war. Yet, with
Johnson’s blessing, these same states were expecting a stronger voice in Congress
than ever. Before 1860, southern representation in Congress had been based upon
the white population plus three fifths of the slaves; now the Negroes, though not
pen‘nitted to vote, were to be counted like all other citizens, and southern states
would be entitled to at least nine additional congressmen. Joining with the north-
ern Copperheads, the southerners could easily regain at the next presidential elec-
tion all that had been lost on the Civil War battlefield.

It was this political exigency, not misguided sentimentality nor vindictiveness,
which united Republicans in opposition to the President.

Johnson’s defenders have pictured Radical Reconstruction as the work of a fa-
natical minority, led by Summer and Stevens, who drove their reluctant colleagues
into adopting coercive measures against the South. In fact, every major piece of
Radical legislation was adopted by the nearly unanimous vote of the entire Republi-
can membership of Congress. Andrew Johnson had left them no other choice. Be-
cause he insisted upon rushing Confederate-dominated states back into the Union,
Republicans moved to disqualify Confederate leaders under the Fourteenth
Amendment. When, through Johnson’s urging, the southern states rejected that
amendment, the Republicans in Congress unwillingly came to see Negro suffrage
as the only counterweight against Democratic majorities in the South. With the Re-
construction Acts of 1867 the way was open for a true Radical program toward the
South, harsh and thorough.

Andrew Johnson became a cipher in the White House, futilely disapproving
bills which were promptly passed over his veto. Through his failure to reckon with
public opinion, his unwillingness to recognize his weak position, his inability to
function as a party leader, he had sacrificed all influence with the party which had
elected him and had turned over its control to Radicals vindictively opposed to his
policies. In March, 1868, Andrew Johnson was summoned before the Senate of the
United States to be tried on eleven accusations of high crimes and misdemeanors.
By a narrow margin the Senate failed to convict him, and historians have dismissed
the charges as flimsy and false. Yet perhaps before the bar of history itself Andrew
Johnson must be impeached with an even graver charge—that through political in-
eptitude he threw away a magnificent opportunity.
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