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KLANSMEN OF THE CAROLINAS
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Reconstruction developed in a series of moves and countermoves. In a
white Southern backlash to Union victory and emancipation came the
“black codes” for coercing black laborers and President Andrew John-
son’s pardon of Confederate landowners. Then in a Northern backlash
to these codes and pardons came the Civil Rights bills, the sweeping
Reconstruction Acts of 1867, and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amend-
ments, all designed to guarantee black political rights. White South-
erners reacted to these impositions in turn with secret night-time
terrorist or “night rider” organizations designed to shatter Republican
political power. Congress tried to protect Republican voters and the
freedmen with the Force Acts of 1870 allowing the use of the army to
prevent physical assaults, but Northern willingness to commit troops
and resources to the struggle was waning. By the mid-1870s only three
Southern states remained in Republican hands, and within three years
racist Democrats controlled these, too. The night riders had turned
the tide.

Although numerous secret societies for whites appeared in the Recon-
struction South—including the Order of the White Camelia (Louisiana),
the Pale Faces (Tennessee), the White Brotherhood (North Carolina),
and the Invisible Circle (South Carolina)—the largest and most influ-
ential society, and the one that spawned these imitators, was the Ku
Klux Klan, the so-called Invisible Empire. The Klan began in Tennessee
in 1866 as a young men’s social club with secret costumes and rituals
similar to those of the Masons, the Odd-Fellows, and other popular so-
cieties. In 1867, however, following passage of the Reconstruction Acts,
anti-Republican racists began to see the usefulness of such a spookily
secret order, and the Klan was reorganized to provide for “dens,” “prov-
inces” (counties), and “realms” (states), all under the authority of a “Grand
Wizard,” who in 1867 was believed to have been Nathan B. Forrest, a
former slave trader and Confederate general.

The Klan structure was probably never fully established because of
the disorganized conditions of the postwar South. Other societies with
different names emerged, and the Reconstruction-era “"Ku-Klux” may



have disbanded as a formal entity in the early 1870s. But it clearly sur-
vived in spirit and in loosely formed groups, continuing to terrorize Re-
publicans and their allies among the newly enfranchised freedmen
into the 1870s and sowing fear among the black families who com-
posed, after all, the labor force on which the white planters still de-
pended. The excerpt reprinted below includes congressional testimony
by David Schenck, a member of the North Carolina Klan seeking to
portray it in the best possible light, followed by testimony from Elias
Hill, a South Carolina black man victimized by a local “den” of the
Klan. Schenck and Hill were testifying before a joint Senate-House
committee concerned with antiblack terrorism.

Questions to Consider. The oath taken by David Schenck emphasizes
the Klan’s religious, constitutional, and benevolent qualities, whereas
Elias Hill’s story reveals its terrorist features. Are there elements in the
Klan oath that seem to hint at or justify the use of violence? Why does
the oath contain the phrases “original purity,” “pecuniary embarrass-
ments,” and “traitor’s doom”? What “secrets of this order” could de-
serve death? Klansmen later claimed that because they could terrorize
the superstitious freedmen simply by using masks, odd voices, and
ghostly sheets, no real violence was necessary. Opponents have claimed,
on the other hand, that Klansmen were basically sadists acting out sex-
ual phobias and deep paranoia. What light does Elias Hill’s testimony
shed on these conflicting claims? What position did Hill hold in the
black community? Did the Klansmen seem to be assaulting him be-
cause of his condition or because of his position in the black community?
Why did they ask Hill to pray for them? Would it be fair or accurate to
call the Ku Klux Klan a terrorist organization that succeeded?
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Report of the Joint Committee
on Reconstruction (1872)

A select committee of the Senate, upon the 10th of March, 1871, made a report
of the result of their investigation into the security of person and property
in the State of North Carolina. ... A sub-committee of their number pro-
ceeded to the State of South Carolina, and examined witnesses in that State
until July 29. . ..

Report of the Joint Select Committee to Inquire into the Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrec-
tionary States (Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 1872), 25-27, 44-47.



A North Carolina Ku Klux Klan meeting to plan the murder of a black Republican, from
an 1871 engraving in a New York publication. Although the artist imagined the scene,
he managed to convey both the bizarre and spooky garb of the Klan members and the
defenselessness and terror of the lone kneeling freedman. The Klan victimized not only
former slaves suspected of supporting the Republican Party but also freedmen who ob-
tained land or learned to read and write. (Library of Congress)

David Schenck, esq., a member of the bar of Lincoln County, North
Carolina . .. was initiated in October, 1868, as a member of the Invisible
Empire. . .. In his own words: “We were in favor of constitutional liberty
as handed down to us by our forefathers. I think the idea incorporated was
that we were opposed to the [fourteenth and fifteenth] amendments to the
Constitution. I desire to explain in regard to that that it was not to be—at



least, I did not intend by that that it should be—forcible resistance, but a po-
litical principle.”
The oath itself is as follows:

I, (name,) before the great immaculate Judge of heaven and earth, and upon
the Holy Evangelist of Almighty God, do, of my own free will and accord,
subscribe to the following sacred, binding obligation:

L. Tam on the side of justice and humanity and constitutional liberty, as
bequeathed to us by our forefathers in its original purity.

IL. Treject and oppose the principles of the radical [Republican] party.

L Ipledge aid to a brother of the Ku-Klux Klan in sickness, distress, or
pecuniary embarrassments. Females, friends, widows, and their households
shall be the special objects of my care and protection.

IV. Should I ever divulge, or cause to be divulged, any of the secrets of
this order, or any of the foregoing obligations, I must meet with the fearful
punishment of death and traitor’s doom, which is death, death, death, at the
hands of the brethren. ...

Elias Hill of York County, South Carolina, is a remarkable character. He is
crippled in both legs and arms, which are shriveled by rheumatism; he can-
not walk, cannot help himself . . . ; was in early life a slave, whose freedom
was purchased by his father. . . . He learned his letters and to read by calling
the school children into the cabin as they passed, and also learned to write.
He became a Baptist preacher, and after the war engaged in teaching colored
children, and conducted the business correspondence of many of his colored
neighbors. . .. We put the story of his wrongs in his own language:

”On the night of the 5th of May, after I had heard a great deal of what they
had done in that neighborhood, they came . . . to my brother’s door, which is
in the same yard, and broke open the door and attacked his wife, and I heard
her screaming and mourning. I could not understand what they said, for
they were talking in an outlandish and unnatural tone, which I had heard
they generally used at a negro’s house. They said, "Where’s Elias?’ She said,
"He doesn’t stay here; yon is his house.”  had heard them strike her five or six
licks. Someone then hit my door. . . .

“They carried me into the yard between the houses, my brother’s and
mine, and put me on the ground. ... "Who did that burning? Who burned
our houses?’ I told them it was not me. I could not burn houses. Then they hit
me with their fists, and said I did it, I ordered it. They went on asking me
didn’t I tell the black men to ravish all the white women. No, I answered
them. They struck me again. ... ‘Haven't you been preaching and praying
about the Ku-Klux? Haven’t you been preaching political sermons? Doesn’t
a [Republican Party newspaper] come to your house? Haven't you written
letters?” Generally one asked me all the questions, but the rest were squat-
ting over me—some six men I counted as I lay there. . ..I told them if they
would take me back into the house, and lay me in the bed, which was close



adjoining my books and papers, I would try and get it. They said I would
never go back to that bed, for they were going to kill me. . . . They caught my
leg and pulled me over the yard, and then left me there, knowing I could not
walk nor crawl. . . .

“After they had stayed in the house for a considerable time, they came
back to where I lay and asked if I wasn't afraid at all. They pointed pistols at
me all around my head once or twice, as if they were going to shoot me. . . .
One caught me by the leg and hurt me, for my leg for forty years has been
drawn each year, more and more, and I made moan when it hurt so. One
said, ‘G—d d—n it, hush!” He had a horsewhip, [and] I reckon he struck me
eight cuts right on the hip bone; it was almost the only place he could hit my
body, my legs are so short. They all had disguises. . . . One of them then took
a strap, and buckled it around my neck and said, ‘Let’s take him to the river
and drown him.” . ..

“Then they said, ‘Look here! Will you put a card in the paper to renounce
all republicanism? Will you quit preaching?’ I told them I did not know. I said
that to save my life. . . . They said if I did not they would come back the next
week and kill me. [After more licks with the strap] one of them went into the
house where my brother and sister-in-law lived, and brought her to pick me
up. As she stooped down to pick me up one of them struck her, and as she
was carrying me into the house another struck her with a strap. ... They
said, ‘Don’t you pray against Ku-Klux, but pray that God may forgive Ku-
Klux. Pray that God may bless and save us.” I was so chilled with cold lying
out of doors so long and in such pain I could not speak to pray, but I tried to,
and they said that would do very well, and all went out of the house. . . .”

Satisfied that he could no longer live in that community, Hill wrote to
make inquiry about the means of going to Liberia. Hearing this, many of his
neighbors desired to go also. . . . Others are still hoping for relief, through the
means of this sub-committee.



