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A masterful  
and revelatory  

examination of  
Reconstruction  
populated by a cast of 
compelling characters  
who leap to life in all their 
glory, gore, and  
pathos.”

—Lawrence N. Powell, author of 
 The Accidental City: Improvising New Orleans

“Illuminates a complex  
period, city, and state  
and advances a reinterpretation of  
Reconstruction politics that is both  
welcome and overdue.”

—Paul D. Escott, author of Uncommonly Savage: Civil War and  
Remembrance in Spain and the United States
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From your book’s title, it’s clear you believe that Recon-
struction failed. How does this view differ from other  
historians, such as Eric Foner, whose writings established 
him as the leading authority on the Era?

 In 1986, when his Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution appeared, 
Foner also argued that Reconstruction failed. Since then, however, an em-
phasis on Reconstruction’s positive accomplishments has morphed into a 
view that its successes outweighed its failures, and that Reconstruction laid 
the groundwork for the 20th century civil rights movement. By examining in 
detail the history and aftermath of Reconstruction in Natchitoches, and Lou-
isiana generally, I show that the civil rights movement succeeded in spite of, 
not because of, the legacy of Reconstruction. I dispute, too, Foner’s notion of 
“American exceptionalism”—that Reconstruction testified to America’s unique 
devotion to democratic principles. Even today, the right of universal suffrage 
and the practice of free and fair elections are insecure.
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Are there aspects of Reconstruction you believe could be 
valuable to revisit in today’s political climate? 

Reconstruction demonstrated that states and localities, left to themselves, 
could not be trusted to—or were incapable of—protecting the constitutional 
rights of blacks and guaranteeing “equal protection of the law” to all citizens. 
A strong federal government must do that. In gutting the Voting Rights Act, 
the Supreme Court has ignored that lesson from history. It assumed that 
racial discrimination was a thing of the past, and that states, especially in the 
South, could be trusted. The subsequent history of voter suppression shows 
that belief to be false.

Did anything surprise you while doing your research for 
this book? 

I was surprised at how quickly northern public opinion turned against  
Reconstruction, and how the southern opponents of Reconstruction got 
away, literally, with murder. I was also surprised that the stereotype of the 
corrupt northern “carpetbagger,” far from being wholly false, was to a large 
extent true.

Why did you choose to focus your book on the local parish 
of Natchitoches, Louisiana? 

It’s an interesting place—the oldest European settlement in Louisiana with a 
strong French flavor. Despite the intensity of the political battle over  
Reconstruction, both sides avoided violence. And there is a colorful cast of 
characters, from Raford Blunt, the charismatic Baptist preacher, to James H. 
Cosgrove, the whisky-swigging Democratic editor who spewed abuse at his 
Republican opponents. All the political leaders were home-grown—this was 
a struggle that separated old friends and divided families. It is as dramatic a 
story as you are likely to find.

Recently, New Orleans has removed all of its Confederate 
statues, and many local governments across the U.S. have 
begun following in their footsteps. What does the remov-
al of these statues say about the legacy of the Civil War 
and Reconstruction? 

It shows above all that Confederate memorials have become symbols of the 
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far right (the Nazis and KKK). That fact has caused me to change my mind on 
this issue. Before, I thought: “leave them alone.”  Now, I think they should be 
placed in museums. The issue also testifies to the fact that many white  
southerners have yet to admit that the Confederacy was formed to defend 
slavery. The removal of Confederate monuments is an effort to end that  
massive exercise in evasion.

As a British historian of the United States, how do you 
think having an outside perspective on American history 
aids your research and arguments? 

Many US-born historians assume that the United States has been 1) com-
mitted to a set of core principles from its foundation, and 2) the source of 
democracy and freedom in the modern world (“the last best hope of earth”). 
“Outside” historians generally see these assumptions as a form of nationalist 
ideology, not historical fact. Knowledge of France and Britain, and even of 
Switzerland and New Zealand, gives one a different perspective on the  
development of democracy.

Apart from the Civil War, Reconstruction was the most  
violent episode in the history of the United States. Why 
has Hollywood ignored its dramatic potential?  

The answer is, perhaps, that there is no “happy ending.”  The happy ending 
of Birth of a Nation, the triumph of white supremacy, won’t work today—this 
outcome was tragic. The violence and racism of the era, and the betrayal of the 
black population, may be too uncomfortable for popular culture to confront.
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INTRODUCTION

To comprehend the spirit and condition of the South today, we must have 

constantly in mind both its recent and remote history.

Albion W. Tourgee, The Invisible Empire (1880)

In 1867 Congress enfranchised black men in the former Confederacy with 
the dual purpose of rendering justice to the freedpeople and making the 
Union victory secure. By creating a new black electorate and by disfran-
chising numerous ex-Confederates, the Republican Party came to control 
the state governments of the South. Over time, Republicans lost control 
of most, and eventually all, of the southern states. Democratic electoral 
victories, however, did not result from the normal swing of the electoral 
pendulum but from campaigns based upon threats, intimidation, and 
violence.
 Congressional Reconstruction, often misnamed “Radical Reconstruc-
tion,” ended decisively in 1877, when two Republican presidents, outgoing 
president Grant and incoming president Hayes, allowed the Democratic 
Party to forcibly seize power in Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana. 
Although the Democrats did not immediately disfranchise black voters—
they had pledged not to do so—they used fraud and violence to lock the 
Republican Party out of state government. Democracy, in any meaningful 
sense of that word, ended. Any semblance of justice and security for the 
black population had to wait until the civil rights movement of the 1950s 
and 1960s.

The Louisiana parish of Natchitoches (pronounced “Nack-a-tish”) is an at-
tractive setting for a study of Reconstruction. For one thing, it provides a 
microcosm of Republican politics and government at the local level. Be-
tween 1868 and 1878 a coalition of ex-slaves, freeborn blacks, and former 
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Confederate soldiers governed the parish (county) in the name of the Re-
publican Party. Sustained by black voters and intermittently protected by 
the U.S. Army, the Republican Party of Natchitoches Parish was the stron-
gest in the Red River valley. Republican control of the state depended upon 
Natchitoches.
 In the second place, the Natchitoches Republican Party was a homegrown 
political organization. Its most influential leader was a Baptist minister and 
former slave. The white Republicans were nearly all native Louisianans or 

Map 1. Natchitoches Parish. Reproduced by permission of Louisiana State University Press.
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residents of long standing: their southern credentials were impeccable. The 
only “carpetbaggers” in the party were a Freedmen’s Bureau agent, who 
died in 1870, and a black immigrant from Canada. Republicans might have 
governed Natchitoches Parish indefinitely had they been allowed to vote 
freely. Time and again black voters spurned Democratic appeals to desert 
the party; in the face of threats and intimidation, they turned out to cast 
Republican ballots.
 Third, the whites who did their level best to oust the Republicans from 
power refrained from violence. Throughout this study, Natchitoches Parish 
appears as an oasis of law and order surrounded by the most violent region 
of Louisiana. The Colfax massacre, the bloodiest incident of Reconstruc-
tion, took place in neighboring Grant Parish. In the adjacent parish of Red 
River, six white Republicans were murdered in cold blood. The Texas of 
John Wesley Hardin and his ilk lay close by. But for reasons to do with its 
peculiar history and culture, Natchitoches suffered relatively little political 
or racial violence. This is not another Reconstruction “horror story” that 
focuses upon bloodshed.
 The following narrative combines a fine-grain community study with 
the “big picture” of Reconstruction. The story shifts between Natchitoches 
Parish, New Orleans (then the state capital) , and Washington because the 
story makes no sense without local, state, and national perspectives. Run-
ning throughout is a question that is basic to an understanding of post–
Civil War America: Why did Reconstruction fail, and why did it fail so 
badly?

The setting is the oldest European settlement in Louisiana. Natchitoches 
began life as French military post in 1714. By 1804, when France ceded 
control to the United States, it had grown into a community of about nine 
hundred free people, a slightly larger number of slaves, and a dozen or 
so gens de couleur libre (free blacks). Before it became part of the United 
States, virtually everyone in Natchitoches spoke French. The few non-
French-speakers who settled in Natchitoches quickly learned the lan-
guage. A relatively even gender balance enabled French-speaking whites 
to find marriage partners among other French speakers. This fact, and the 
frequency of second and third marriages, meant that most whites were 
closely related to each other, adding to the linguistic and cultural unity 
of the place.1

 Between the Louisiana Purchase and the Civil War, the population of 
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Louisiana increased tenfold. Immigrants flocked to the state. New Or-
leans grew into the largest city in the South. The cultivation of sugar and 
cotton spread up and down the Mississippi River and its several tributar-
ies. Natchitoches, previously the only European settlement in northern 
Louisiana with a vast hinterland, lost its isolation when white Americans 
and black slaves settled the rest of the Red River valley and the surround-
ing hill country. So vast was its original extent that Natchitoches gave 
birth to a dozen new parishes, including Winn, De Soto, Sabine, Bienville, 
Bossier, Claiborne, Webster, and Jackson. Even so, the population of the 
much-reduced Natchitoches had climbed to 16,699 by 1860, an increase 
of almost 14,000 over fifty years. After Rapides Parish, Natchitoches was 
the most populous in the Red River valley.2

 The introduction of cotton cultivation transformed the local economy. 
In the eighteenth century Natchitoches had functioned as a fort, a trad-
ing post for neighboring Indians, and a center of tobacco production. It 
had served as the northern terminus of el camino real, the road linking 
Louisiana and Texas that ended in San Antonio. It had possessed strate-
gic significance, marking the military frontier between French Louisiana 
and Spanish Mexico. By the early nineteenth century the Indian trade had 
ended, tobacco production had stopped, and Natchitoches had lost its 
military importance. However, as cotton culture spread westward as far as 
Texas, Natchitoches Parish quickly became a major center of production 
and transportation.
 The town might have grown much larger but for an act of engineering 
and an act of nature. In 1838 Captain Henry Shreve, using specially designed 
steamboats, completed the task of clearing the “Great Raft,” a massive log-
jam of ancient origin that had made the Red River unnavigable for about 
160 miles. Natchitoches, north of which boats could not go, had served as 
the transfer point for all the cotton that came overland from Texas and was 
then shipped south to New Orleans. Now it lost most of that trade to the 
new town of Shreveport. Shortly afterward, in 1840, the Red River changed 
course, leaving Natchitoches with an oxbow lake that was picturesque but 
useless. The town’s access to Red River was now a landing stage, Grand 
Ecore, four miles away. Natchitoches became, literally, a backwater. The rail-
road main line passed it by. Natchitoches prospered as a town that served 
the local cotton planters, but it could never compete with Shreveport, which 
by 1860 had surpassed it in population. Whereas Shreveport has grown into 
a substantial city, Natchitoches remains to this day a small town.
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 Cotton changed the population of Natchitoches. The bountiful econ-
omy attracted migrants and immigrants. Most of the Americans came from 
Louisiana and elsewhere in the South, but some came from points north. 
The immigrants came from England, Ireland, France, Belgium, Austria, and 
the German states. The non-white population also changed. While slaves 
continued to outnumber whites, the number of free blacks increased expo-
nentially. In 1793, Pierre Metoyer, a Frenchman, freed his slave-concubine 
Marie-Thérèse Coincoin and several of their offspring. The descendants of 
Metoyer and Coincoin grew into a tightly knit “colony” of closely related 
families that farmed the flat, fertile area south of Natchitoches town, known 
as Isle Brevelle, that lay between Cane River and Old River. In 1860 these 
Creoles of color numbered 411 people and owned 379 slaves among them. 
Other acts of manumission swelled the total free black population to about 
a thousand, representing 5 percent of the parish’s population. Natchitoches 
Parish was home to the largest group of free blacks in northern Louisiana 
by far. Along with St. Landry Parish, it had the largest free black population 
in the state outside New Orleans.3

 Although denied the right to vote and hold public office, Louisiana’s 
gens de couleur libre had considerably more freedom them free blacks in 
other slave states. They were also wealthier. The gens de couleur libre in 
Natchitoches Parish were not only exceptionally wealthy compared to free 
blacks elsewhere in the rural South; they were also better off, on average, 
than whites in Natchitoches Parish.
 The gens de couleur, especially the inhabitants of Isle Brevelle, did not 
regard themselves as “black.” The term free black, a modern construction, 
is a misnomer that reflects the current habit of applying the word black or 
African American to all Americans with some African ancestry. It reflects, 
too, modern distaste for such terms as mulatto, quadroon, and octoroon, 
words that once registered important distinctions not only of color but also 
of status. In legal terms, the gens de couleur constituted a third racial cat-
egory. Socially, they regarded themselves as distinct from and superior to 
the “American” blacks. They called themselves “French” or “Creole.” They 
owned slaves. Very light-complexioned, they generally married within 
their own group. They had good relations and extensive business dealings 
with the white Creoles.4

 The large free black population testified to concubinage between masters 
and slaves. The practice had been relatively uncommon during the colo-
nial era, because the small gender gap enabled white men to find white 
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women as marriage partners. But in the nineteenth century several of the 
wealthiest cotton planters in Natchitoches Parish lived openly with slave 
women or free women of color. Marco Givanovich, an immigrant from 
Austria, formed a lifelong relationship with a slave with whom he fathered 
a large family. David H. Boullt, originally from Maryland, lived with a free 
woman of color, reputedly an octoroon, who bore him many racially mixed 
children. Neither man suffered any loss of social standing in the white 
community. The New Orleans practice of plaçage, whereby wealthy whites 
kept octoroon mistresses, reflected Louisiana’s tolerance of interracial sex. 
Planters, governors, and businessmen fathered colored children and some-
times acknowledged them. “The mulattoes,” wrote Marshall H. Twitchell, a 
native of Vermont who became the Republican leader of Red River Parish, 
“did not owe their existence to the white men nearest the social equal of the 
colored but, on the contrary, to the very highest in social and official life.”5

The arrival of so many migrants and immigrants after 1804 challenged the 
French character of Louisiana. So did the influx of English-speaking slaves 
imported from Florida and other states. By 1860 English-speakers comprised 
70 percent of the state’s free population. Even in Natchitoches Parish, many 
newcomers never got beyond rudimentary French. The local newspapers be-
gan to print in English as well as French. As Louisiana’s non-French-speaking 
population grew, anglophones sought to make English the official language 
of the state courts, a first step in supplanting French as the dominant lan-
guage. The fact that most lawyers were English-speaking Americans added 
to the pressure to abandon French. The Natchitoches Union, edited by an im-
migrant from France, condemned such pressure, insisting that “no one has 
the right of suppressing the use of the French language in Louisiana.”6

 Although gradually eroded, French showed remarkable staying power. 
It remained the first language of the older white families even after they 
learned English. The free blacks of Isle Brevelle spoke French almost exclu-
sively. A small but steady flow of immigrants from France augmented the 
French-speaking population. Upon the outbreak of the Civil War, franco-
phone whites formed the Chasseurs à Pied, or Natchitoches Guards. Pre-
senting a flag to the men of the unit, J. C. Janin extolled their identification 
with France: “All of us, whether the children of Louisiana by birth, or born 
on the soil of France, have the same blood running in our veins, the French 
blood. It was the civilizing genius of France which patiently conquered 
from barbarism the soil which now bears us.”7
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 The houses in Natchitoches Parish made French-Creole culture visible 
to the eye. Many of the plantation homes and farmhouses followed a dis-
tinctive style of architecture. The town of Natchitoches looked very differ-
ent from Alexandria, Shreveport, and Monroe, which were founded much 
later. Somewhat ironically—because it is so untypical—Natchitoches is a 
choice location for filmmakers who wish to evoke a timeless Old South. In 
1870 Natchitoches was a long, narrow town, stretching about a mile along 
Cane River but reaching back from the river only two or three blocks.8

 Religion also sustained French culture. Virtually all francophones, even 
if they rarely attended church, considered themselves Catholics. Indeed, 
the Catholic Church virtually monopolized religious life in Natchitoches. 
The town had no Protestant church of any description until 1843, when 
Episcopalians began holding Sunday services in a store. Construction on 
Trinity Episcopal Church started in 1857, but the building was only com-
pleted twenty years later.9

 French-Catholic culture had a profound influence upon the enslaved 
population. Slaves of French-speaking masters became francophones and 
were recognized by the Catholic Church. Slaves received baptism from 
the parish priest, and whites often served as godparents. Slaves sometimes 
married in the church with the blessing of their masters. The importation 
of English-speaking slaves after 1804 created a culturally bifurcated slave 
population. Frederick Law Olmsted, who visited Natchitoches during his 
journey across the South in 1853–54, heard the slaves on one large planta-
tion speaking English, French, and Spanish among themselves. By 1860 
an indeterminate number of English-speaking slaves were holding their 
own religious services, which centered on preaching from the Bible. Slaves 
were powerfully attracted to the drama of full-immersion baptism, and 
after emancipation most of them formed Baptist congregations.10

 The extent to which the Catholic Church mitigated the cruelest features 
of slavery is hard to assess. The law was one thing and the practice often 
another. Yet the latitude accorded to slaves in the colonial period, especially 
during Spanish rule (1766–1804), was considerable. Despite a harsh slave 
code, write two historians of colonial Natchitoches, many slaves owned 
horses, possessed weapons, grew their own foodstuffs, engaged in small-
scale trading, and enjoyed considerable freedom of movement. During the 
American period, too, slaves in Natchitoches appeared to live under less 
harsh discipline than slaves elsewhere in the Red River valley. Olmsted’s 
sketch from 1854 is revealing: “While returning to town, I met six negroes—
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one of them a woman—riding on horseback. . . . Two negroes that I met, 
carried guns. During the day many negroes were in town, peddling eggs, 
nuts, brooms, and fowls.” After emancipation, Natchitoches experienced 
far less white-on-black violence than adjacent parishes.11

 Nevertheless, if Natchitoches managed to avoid the bloody excesses of 
Grant, Red River, Caddo, and Bossier Parishes, the course of Reconstruc-
tion there cannot be divorced from the surrounding violence. Although 
Natchitoches Democrats eschewed violence themselves, their chosen 
tactic, intimidation, hinged upon the explicit threat of violence. And that 
threat was omnipresent. The ubiquity of violence in Louisiana as a whole 
ensured that every encounter between a Republican and a Democrat car-
ried lethal potential. “It is not a crime under the laws of Louisiana for a 
man to call another a ‘damn liar,’” Milton J. Cunningham, a Democrat and a 
lawyer, explained. “And yet under the usages of society he would be justifi-
able in knocking a man down.” During Congressional Reconstruction, old 
friends became enemies; family members stopped talking to each other; 
veterans of the same Confederate regiment disparaged each other’s war 
record; newspaper editors vowed to shoot each other on sight. Democrats 
in Natchitoches, while eschewing outright violence, used first threats and 
then force to oust Republican officeholders. The peace of Natchitoches 
amounted to an armed truce maintained, from 1874 to 1877, by federal bay-
onets. Once the bluecoats departed, the doom of the Republican Party was 
sealed. Reconstruction ended as decisively in Natchitoches as it did in the 
rest of northern Louisiana and in much of the South.12

 In 1878 local Democrats staged a coup d’état, destroying the Republican 
organization by expelling its leaders. Once it controlled the ballot boxes 
and counted the votes, the Democratic Party determined the outcome of 
every election regardless of how ballots were actually cast. In the 1890s, 
when many white voters rebelled against its oligarchical rule, the party al-
most lost power. After staving off this challenge through massive fraud, 
however, the Democratic Party disfranchised all black voters and many 
white ones as well. One-party Democratic rule in Louisiana, corrupt and 
authoritarian, endured six more decades.

The first chapter offers a general argument as to why Reconstruction failed, 
placing that experiment in the context of American and world history. The 
book then follows a straightforward narrative. Chapters 2 and 3 describe 
the experience of Natchitoches during the Civil War and the first two post-
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