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11:00:00 DISCLAIMER 

Transcripts of WAMU programs are available for personal use.  Transcripts 

are provided "As Is" without warranties of any kind, either express or 

implied.  WAMU does not warrant that the transcript is error-free.  For all 

WAMU programs, the broadcast audio should be considered the 

authoritative version.  Transcripts are owned by WAMU 88.5 FM American 

University Radio and are protected by laws in both the United States and 

international law.  You may not sell or modify transcripts or reproduce, 

display, distribute, or otherwise use the transcript, in whole or in part, in any 

way for any public or commercial purpose without the express written 

permission of WAMU.  All requests for uses beyond personal and 

noncommercial use should be referred to (202)885-1200. 

11:00:08 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White in Washington.  Last year's riot at the US Capitol 

made a lot of Americans believe our democracy is in peril.  But from 

everything to a contested election to white supremacist militias, many 

historians say we've been here before.  What year is giving people historical 

déjà vu?  1877, the end of reconstruction.  That's the period immediately 

following the Civil War when the promise of racial equity was ripe.  Then 

came the violent backlash. 
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11:00:38 JENN WHITE 

The reconstruction era is the subject of a new exhibition at the Smithsonian's 

National Museum of African-American History and Culture.  It's called 

"Make Good the Promises: Reconstruction and its Legacies."  The exhibition 

features more than 175 objects, 14 media programs and 300 images from the 

reconstruction period and its aftermath. 

11:00:58 JENN WHITE 

And late last year we had the opportunity to take a guided tour with Katy 

Kendrick, one of the exhibition curators at the museum. 

11:01:06 KATY KENDRICK 

From the beginning, when thinking about what they needed to secure 

freedom and self sufficiency, African-American's new land was that answer, 

you know, definitely in the 19 th century.  And as people who had worked 

generations to cultivate land, to make it profitable for other people, they did 

know that land was the key to economic freedom.  And so we look at that 

story here in this section of the exhibition. 

11:01:31 KATY KENDRICK 

So we've got some labor contracts.  That was, you know, the first t ime that 

people were working for wages.  And so for negotiating, how do you negotiate 

a fair compensation for your labor?  What are the challenges?  And then, of 

course, what happens in the south, the introduction of free labor is followed 

very closely to the introduction of another system of unfree labor or forced 

labor through the [unintelligible] system.  So that's another story that 

we talk about here in this section. 

11:01:58 KATY KENDRICK 

And we've also got this interactive -- this is a touch screen interactive called 

What Would you Plant.  And we wanted to give visitors the opportunity to 

think about if, you know, newly-freed families having land, what are the 

decisions that you make about what you want to plant.  You know, do you 

want to plant cotton to, you know, get a cash crop?  Do you want to plant 

crops that are going to feed your family, feed your livestock?  And we base 

this interactive on a real community promised land which was established in 

South Carolina. 

11:02:29 KATY KENDRICK 

There was this program in South Carolina to distribute land and make it 

more available to free people for a short time. And so this community of 

promised land of free farmers actually still exists today.  Descendants have 

held onto the land there, so this interactive kind of allows people to kind of 

put themselves in that position of making the choices about how to farm their 

land. 
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11:02:52 JENN WHITE 

The exhibition is open to the public, hence the background noise.  And if our 

tour guide sounds a little muffled, that's because everyone was wearing 

masks,  Now, later on in the hour you'll hear more from the exhibition but 

first, let's bring in our panel.  Joining us now is Gregory Carr.  He's the 

department chair and assistance professor of Afro-American studies at 

Howard University.  Professor Carr, welcome back to the program. 

11:03:12 GREGORY CARR 

Thank you for having me, again.  Good to hear you. 

11:03:15 JENN WHITE 

Also with us is Kidada Williams.  She's a history professor at Wayne State 

University.  She's also the host of "Seizing Freedom", a podcast from Virginia 

Public Media.  Professor Williams, it's good to have you with us. 

11:03:26 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

Thank you so much for having me. 

11:03:28 JENN WHITE 

So, Professor Carr, let's get some basics out of the way.  What are we talking 

about when we say reconstruction? 

11:03:34 GREGORY CARR 

Well, it's the attempt to stitch the United States back together after the Civil 

War in 1865, although, as Kidada has written and discussed many times, you 

can probably anchor it even before the end of the Civil War with the 

Contraband Act and so forth.  So, we're talking about 1865 to 1877 as the 

conventionally-accepted dates.  But within that 12-year period, the real kind 

of meat of reconstruction or the attempt to basically, some people might say 

subdue the south, other people might say placate the south, but ultimately 

weave back together the union involves the, really as [unintelligible] 

would say among other things, we attempt to integrate into citizenship over 4 

million people of African descent who had been enslaved. 

11:04:22 GREGORY CARR 

So between 1865 and 1870, very quickly, you see the passage of federal 

amendments to the Constitution and, by the way, happy National Freedom 

Day [unintelligible] February the 1st marks the passage of the 13th 

Amendment followed quickly by the 14 th and 15th Amendment.  So by 1870 

you have those amendments in place, you have the states back in the union on 

the condition that they ratify those amendments.  You have the assassination 

of Abraham Lincoln in April, 1865 which then leads to Andrew Johnson, 

who's very sympathetic to the former enslavers in the south. 
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11:04:53 GREGORY CARR 

And you have the establishment of the Freeman's Bureau which was the huge 

federal attempt to create spaces where African people, men in particular, 

would get the right to vote, secure the ability to make an enforced contract 

and establish schools.  And it's a rich history that, in some ways, becomes 

really the founding of the United States of America where enslaved people are 

concerned.  Not necessarily 1787 with the Federal Constitution but 1865 to 

1877 with reconstruction. 

11:05:24 JENN WHITE 

Well, Professor Williams, your essay called "Legacies of Violence is part of 

the companion book to the Smithsonian Exhibition.  What are you arguing in 

that essay? 

11:05:34 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

What I'm arguing is that the violence that we experience in the present day in 

2020 with the killing of George Floyd or even the massacre at Mother 

Emmanuel, that it has a deep history that traces back to reconstruction, this 

moment where African-Americans are trying to be free, equal and secure.  

And they're experiencing what essentially amounts to a war on freedom, 

specifically black people's freedom.  And so the essay talks a lot about how 

they're trying to figure out how to live within the system while also 

communicating the horrors they're enduring. 

11:06:09 JENN WHITE 

Professor Williams, I touched on this earlier.  A lot of historians see parallels 

between the January 6th insurrection and the events of 1877.  Talk us through 

that. 

11:06:21 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I think one of the things that becomes very important to recognize is that 

African-American freedom after the Civil War was contested.  The nation 

didn't just magically decide that they were going to abolish slavery out of the 

goodness of their hearts,  African-Americans wanted that, to be sure, but 

that's not what actually happened. 

11:06:39 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

And so emancipation comes about in this era that is very contested.  And so 

white southerners, white conservative southerners particular, are very hostile 

toward emancipation.  But so are a lot of white conservatives, excuse me, in 

the north and the west.  And so all -- not just freedom itself but the flushing 

out of what freedom means, African-American's right to have rights that are 

recognized and respected in the Constitution, all of those are contested. 
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11:07:07 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

And so white conservatives in the south, the former enslaving class, they start 

attacking black people and their freedoms almost immediately, while the rest 

of the nation largely just sort of whistles past the violence or turns their head.  

There's some action but not nearly enough to spare the lives of thousands and 

thousands of black people from either being kil led or having their lives 

completely turned upside down because of this horrific white terrorist 

violence. 

11:07:36 JENN WHITE 

So how do you connect that to the attempted insurrection on January 6 th? 

11:07:43 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

Well, I connect it because part of what you see in this era during 

reconstruction is intensive resistance to black people voting.  And so, a lot of 

the violence percolates around election cycles in the south.  And so you see 

black people who -- black voters, in particular, who are targeted with 

assassination.  They are held hostage in their homes.  They are struck down at 

the polling place.  This is done by people who don't believe in American 

freedom, liberty, justice and democracy for all. 

11:08:15 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

And that's the connection to what we saw happen on January 6 th.  The people 

who were participating in that event did not believe -- do not believe in 

American freedom, liberty and justice for all.  And their actions reveal that  

because they are -- they were protesting, arising up against a more egalitarian 

and democratic society that people are trying to build. 

11:08:39 JENN WHITE 

Professor Carr, I see you nodding along with Professor Williams.  What do 

you have to add? 

11:08:44 GREGORY CARR 

No, I mean, I think she's framed it perfectly.  There's a lot of media attention 

given to the fact that for the first time a confederate flag found its way into 

the United States Capitol.  But I think that's probably less significant than is 

the fact that we're living in a country, which in many ways, has conceded, 

large parts of the country, to the mentality that would still embrace the 

confederate flag. 
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11:09:10 GREGORY CARR 

I mean, one way of reading the reconstruction period is, as the best way and 

just say it, in a way there is a concession in difference or a desire to move past 

this.  Certainly, the economic expansion of the country going from coast to 

coast continued.  It's almost as if the federal government allowed the south to 

establish home rule for a century.  And that required black people to rise up 

and have a second reconstruction in the 1950s and '60s. 

11:09:41 GREGORY CARR 

And really standing, in some ways, on a bridge looking backward and 

forward at that is W.E.B. Du Bois as early as 1903 in "The Souls of Black 

Folk," that third chapter where he's writing about, really, reconstruction.  

He's saying this was the missed moment.  You could've established a brand of 

citizenship that was unknown in modern world history.  Instead, there was a 

concession, the repercussions of which reverberate to this day.  And this 

country has never, has never addressed the fundamental missed opportunity 

that is represented by the reconstruction. 

11:10:15 JENN WHITE 

Professor Williams, in just about 30 seconds, if you had to explain very 

clearly what that missed opportunity was, how would you describe it? 

11:10:26 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I would say that missed opportunity is to live up to the nation's creed for 

everyone, not just for the white population.  But liberty, freedom, justice, 

democracy for all.  And that's what they didn't do.  They revised the 

Constitution but they didn't provide what was necessary to enforce it for 

everyone. 

11:10:47 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to Kidada Williams.  She's a history professor at Wayne State 

University and host of the podcast "Seizing Freedom."  Also with us, Gregory 

Carr, the department chair and assistant professor of Afro-American studies 

at Howard University.  What questions do you have about this era in 

American history?  You can tweet us @1A, email us at 1A@wamu.org or 

leave a message on our Facebook page.  I'm Jenn White.  We'll be back with 

more in a moment.  This is 1A from WAMU and NPR. 

[ I N T E R M IS S I ON ]  
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11:12:00 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  This is 1A.  This hour we're talking about the legacy of 

reconstruction, the era immediately after the Civil War.  It's the subject of a 

special exhibition at the Smithsonian's National Museum of African-

American History and Culture.  And late last year, we had the opportunity to 

take a guided tour.  Here's one of the curators of the exhibition, Katy 

Kendrick. 

11:12:22 KATY KENDRICK 

The search for family members who had been lost, separated during slavery 

was a primary goal for people coming out of slavery.  How do you find, how 

do you reconnect with people who, at times it's been years, decades since you 

last saw them?  One of the ways that people did that is by posting classified 

ads in newspapers.  So, for years after the end of the Civil War, there were 

advertisements posted.  What we have here is kind of a referring feature 

throughout the exhibition.  We call them testimony stations.  We wanted to 

bring the first person accounts from reconstruction to life.  So this video 

presents actors reading from some of these classified ads. 

11:13:04 ACTOR, FEMALE 

During the year 1849, Thomas Sample carried away from the city as his 

slaves, a daughter Polly and son George Washington, to the state of 

Mississippi and subsequently to Texas.  And when last heard from, they were 

in Lagrange, Texas. 

11:13:21 ACTOR, MALE 

We will give $100 each for them to any person who will assist them or either 

of them to get to Nashville or get word to us of their whereabouts, if they are 

alive.  [unintell ig ib le] 

11:13:35 KATY KENDRICK 

Another feature that we have throughout the exhibition is the scene looking 

forward where we want to start making those connections.  You know, how 

does reconstruction reverberate?  And what are the different ways in which it 

reverberates?  And the tradition of family reunions is something that you can 

really root in this desire to bring your family back together and the 

importance of connection with family. 
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11:13:57 KATY KENDRICK 

So we've got a panel here which has some historical and contemporary 

photographs of African-American family reunions from various decades of 

the early 20th century to, you know, the modern times, including a 

photograph of a family reunion here at this museum.  Our museum has really 

become a destination for family reunions since it opened.  And during the 

summertime you can see so many groups of people coming through with their 

T-shirts.  And, you know, this is a real important place to connect with family 

and to connect to the past. 

11:14:26 JENN WHITE 

Those were highlights from our tour of the special new exhibition on 

reconstruction at the Smithsonian.  And with us to talk about the legacy of 

reconstruction are Gregory Carr, professor of Afro-American studies at 

Howard University and Kidada Williams.  She's a history professor at Wayne 

State University and the host of the podcast "Seizing Freedom." 

11:14:44 JENN WHITE 

And I want to bring one more voice into the conversation.  Joining us now is 

Melisande Short-Colomb.  She's a research and community engagement 

associate at Georgetown's Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics.  

Melisande, welcome to the program. 

11:14:59 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

Thank you so much, Jenn.  It's great to be here. 

11:15:02 JENN WHITE 

Now, the Smithsonian exhibition highlights a few artifacts from your life, 

Melisande, including college robes from when you were an undergrad at 

Georgetown.  Now, your ancestors were enslaved and owned by Jesuits at the 

university, and you found out just six years ago.  How did that happen? 

11:15:21 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

I was contacted by Richard Chaleney [sounds like] and Judy Rifle 

[sounds like] from the Georgetown Memory Project.  And the 

Georgetown Memory Project was founded specifically to identify and 

reconnect family members who were separated when our families 

[unintellig ible] in 1838. 

11:15:58 JENN WHITE 

Melisande, I’m getting a little bi t of crackling on your microphone, I think.  If 

you could just hold it a little close to your mouth and see if that helps, hold it 

still. 

11:16:08 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

Sure.  Can you hear me better? 
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11:16:09 JENN WHITE 

Perfect.  That's perfect.  Okay.  So you were saying, you were contacted by... 

11:16:14 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

I was contacted by Richard Chaleney of the Georgetown Memory Project.  

Judy Rifle, his genealogist got in contact with me on Facebook asking if I was 

a descendent of families in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  And I wrote her back 

and said, no, no, no, these are my families.  And I had my begats for my 

grandmother and my great grandmother who were actually the same people  

that the Memory Project was getting in contact with me about. 

11:16:49 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

So I had a very firm oral history in my family that did not connect us to the 

Jesuits but connected us to being enslaved, manumitted and having gone to 

court to sue our enslavers in Maryland.  So I had a firm understanding of 

who I was as an American. 

11:17:21 JENN WHITE 

So what went through your mind when you found out about this part of your 

family's past? 

11:17:27 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

Well, I felt a lot of things.  It was an implosion and an explosion at the same 

time because even though I had this family history, oral family history, when 

your enslavers, the enslavers and traffickers of your family are identified it 

becomes a different story.  It becomes a different narrative in yourself as a 

person.  Here in America we have always been told, you'll never know who 

your enslaved people were.  We don't have the names.  We'll never know.  

When, in fact, that is not true.  It's not hard finding descendents of enslaved 

people in America.  The hardest thing to do was for somebody to look. 

11:18:30 JENN WHITE 

Professor Carr, how accessible are the records, things like transactions, to 

people who want to find out about this piece of their history? 

11:18:41 GREGORY CARR 

You know, it's interesting thinking about that and listening to Meli sande.  My 

mother recently made transition at age 93.  And we should start, any of us 

who want to really explore that, by interviewing the elders in our families.  

Those interviews led -- I knew both my grandparents, her parents, who were 

born in the 1890s in Alabama. 
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11:19:04 GREGORY CARR 

And once you -- and with, you know, Ancestry.com [unintelligible] 

but certainly the Church of Latter Day Saints, I found out if you go to a 

Mormon temple in this country, I've been to New York, here in the DC area, 

they will help you access the federal records.  And through birth certificates -- 

not birth certificates, federal census, birth certificates, marriage licenses, you 

know, I've been able to find Peter and Mimy [ph] Hayes which were my 

mother's grandparents in North Carolina.  And the rest of them are in 

Alabama, including Native-Americans. 

11:19:32 GREGORY CARR 

And it's not as -- as Melisande said, for a lot of people it's not that difficult.  

I'm not saying that it's possible for everyone.  And many of these records are 

federal, state and local records.  But it begins with talking to those elders, or 

better yet, listening to those elders in the family.  That's what I would suggest. 

11:19:50 JENN WHITE 

Melisande, you enrolled as an undergraduate at Georgetown at the age of 63.  

This was part of the school's legacy program for the descendents of the people 

that had enslaved.  What was it like for you to attend, given your family's 

history? 

11:20:03 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

It was a step and a decision that I made as an adult because Georgetown 

didn't really have a legacy program.  President DeGioia stood up in front of 

everybody, students, alumni, the United States and said, we are going to 

forever be engaged with this history.  When he said that, there was nothing 

except him saying that. 

11:20:36 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

So I had become involved with Georgetown because Georgetown presented 

itself in my family history at that time.  And we have an institution, the 

Society of Jesus through its intermediary that now says, we will welcome 

descendents of the people that we enslaved and trafficked 200, 180 years ago.  

Send us -- if they can make the cut, send us your descendents and we'll see 

what we can do for them. 
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11:21:21 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

I needed to be a part of what that meant because this is the institution that 

enslaved, trafficked and then didn't talk about the enslavement of thousands 

of people for 200 years, except amongst themselves.  Now you're going to tell 

me to send my grandchildren or my nieces or my nephews or other family 

members or community members to you?  Why should I trust what you say?  

I'm an adult.  I do not think that that was young people's responsibility 

because young people always are on the frontline.  So as an adult and a 

qualified descendent, I made the application and was accepted into the 

institution. 

11:22:25 JENN WHITE 

I want to read this tweet we got from Mariana who says, I understand the 

need to speak of reconstruction from a national perspective, but can you 

speak to the uniqueness of each state's experience?  Florida is not Georgia, is 

not North Carolina, is not South Carolina, is not Texas.  Professor Williams, 

your thoughts. 

11:22:44 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I think they're absolutely right.  I think one of the challenges is that, and I'll 

broaden it a little bit more, is that a lot of [word?] focus on the southern 

history.  And the southern history is really important but California 

underwent reconstruction, too.  So did Washington state.  So did northern -- 

or, excuse me, Midwestern and northeastern states.  And when you look at 

the different states, you can start with something as simple as seeing where 

they stood on the reconstruction amendment and where they challenge them. 

11:23:13 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

Because sometimes they're willing to support the abolition of chattel slavery 

in California but they're more resistant to ending the unfree labor conditions 

for Native-Americans and for Chinese and Chinese-American workers.  And 

so, I think that this is a national project.  We often haven't looked at 

reconstruction in that way and that's unfortunate because the scholarship is 

there to support it.  So this is absolutely a national story.  And I would say 

people who are interested in their state history, they just have to look to see 

whether or not there's a scholarship already available and what their state 

did in response to those amendments and the civil rights act. 

11:23:53 JENN WHITE 

We're talking about the legacy of reconstruction with Kidada Williams, 

history professor and the host of the podcast "Seizing Freedom."  Also with 

us, Afro-American studies professor Gregory Carr and Georgetown research 

associate Melisande Short-Colomb.  We also want to hear from you.  When 

did you first learn about the reconstruction era?  If it was in school, tell  us 

what that was like.  Tweet us @1A or send us an email at 1A@wamu.org. 
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11:24:19 JENN WHITE 

Now, a new report from the Nonprofits and Education project found that in 

45 out of 50 states, teaching about reconstruction is partial to non-existed.  At 

the same time we're seeing tense debates among educators and parents, to be 

clear, mostly white parents about subject matter related to race being taught 

in schools.  And I'd love to hear from you first, Professor Carr, in this climate 

why do you think reconstruction is being left out of school curricula? 

11:24:46 GREGORY CARR 

Well, I think the sentiment -- we understand, of course, national identities are 

fictions.  You have to work at them.  And what is being threatened, 

unfortunately, probably, and many of the people who are against CRT and if 

you ask them what CRT means it just translates into whatever you're for, 

against. 

11:25:05 GREGORY CARR 

I think there's a feeling of insecurity that we see parallels within 

reconstruction.  I mean, in the south you have poor whites.  In places like 

Philadelphia, to echo what Professor Williams just mentioned, 1871 Octavius 

Catto was killed trying to vote in south Philly. 

11:25:21 GREGORY CARR 

You've got poor whites who feel as if their status is being threatened in a new 

country, for all intents and purposes, where they haven't received any 

material benefit.  But the intangible benefit, access to whiteness, is something 

that Gerald Horne often says, the story of Gerald Horne, it's almost like 

battle pay for being a buffer between all those black people and the white 

elites.  And so there's an insecurity there.  There's a feeling of threat. 

11:25:46 GREGORY CARR 

One year after the end of the Civil War the Ku Klux Klan is founded in 

Pulaski, Tennessee not far from where I was born.  And, you know, this 

organization [unintelligible] ex-confederate soldiers but it is joined 

along with a lot of other paramilitary formations by white folk who feel like 

my way of life is being threatened.  Never mind, finally, that that way of life 

that they feel is being threatened never existed in the first place. 

11:26:09 GREGORY CARR 

We're talking about people battling over fictions and they're going to suffer 

as a result materially, rather than trying to form interracial coalitions and 

truly transform the country.  And that's happening now, as well as in 

reconstruction. 
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11:26:21 JENN WHITE 

We got this question from Monovue [ph] who says, who decides what the 

proper teaching of the reconstruction looks like?  Professor Williams, your 

thoughts. 

11:26:30 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I think it varies.  When you're thinking about K through 12 you have to sort 

of recognize the larger infrastructure that's going on there, and the mission 

which is the sort of like social Americans to be good, loyal, patriotic citizens.  

And so that drives a lot of the thinking in terms of what is taught and not 

taught.  There are history standards so there are state boards, etcetera that 

determine this but some of the same people who are agitating and, you know, 

decrying what they cal l critical race theory are some of the same people who 

have a say in what's on those boards, you know. 

11:27:04 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

You know, and -- excuse me, let me just put it this way.  They're on the board 

so they have a significant say over what's taught and not taught.  And so there 

is an investment in not teaching this history of reconstruction or teaching the 

history of reconstruction that legitimizes white supremacy. 

11:27:21 JENN WHITE 

Professor Carr, you've actually been involved in developing curri cula around 

reconstruction for grades K through 12 for the last 15 years.  What do you 

think proper teaching of the reconstruction looks like and who gets to decide?  

11:27:34 GREGORY CARR 

Well, to echo [unintelligible] we wrote a lesson about in the 

Philadelphia high school curriculum we developed.  This isn't just about the 

negro history, as he [unintelligible] history.  It's about the negro in 

history.  I think the approach is to include as many voices as possible and 

certainly to focus on education as they've done for a number of years.  And 

the report really echoes that. 

11:27:55 GREGORY CARR 

The history of reconstruction, as we temped to explore it in Philadelphia and 

continue to do it in other work, other places is really about local histories that 

connect to the formation of the country, the memory of the country.  So, in 

Philadelphia, for example, we look at that period, and I love the way the 

exhibit takes it from 1861 to 1896.  That's really probably the best framework 

because you get up to Plessy vs. Ferguson. 
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11:28:21 GREGORY CARR 

And as Professor Williams said, you ask what's happening locally politically 

during that period.  And that's when you uncover this full range of folk and 

then [unintelligible] just kind of evaporates.  Because what does i t 

mean to be white in Philadelphia in 1870 and 1880?  Well, there are different 

types of white people.  You got your immigrants.  And what does it mean to 

be black?  You got black elites, you got the black working class, you got the 

black poor. 

11:28:45 GREGORY CARR 

And so finally, what we found is, and I think all educators will tell you this, if 

you start with what young people know and ask them to ask difficult 

questions that are the right types of questions, the young people will then take 

the lead and begin to investigate their textbooks, investigate their research 

sources.  And if they're not satisfied, they'll go past the textbook, and that's 

really what we want. 

11:29:06 JENN WHITE 

We're talking about the legacy of reconstruction with Gregory Carr from 

Howard University, Kidada Williams from Wayne State University and 

Melisande Short-Colomb.  She's a research and community engagement 

associate at Georgetown's Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics.  

I'm Jenn White.  We'll be back with more in a moment.  This is 1A. 

[ I N T E R M IS S I ON ]  

11:29:53 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  Now, let's get back to our conversation about the legacy of 

reconstruction, the era immediately after the Civil War.  We asked you when 

you first heard about reconstruction, and here's what some of you shared. 

11:30:05 FEMALE (CALLER) 

I don't remember learning anything about reconstruction.  I remember 

something about carpet baggers maybe in middle school or high school. 

11:30:13 FEMALE (CALLER) 

I’m actually a teacher and I teach a unit on reconstruction from the time 

right after the Civil War and we continue all the way up to the civil rights 

era.  I do that through a lot of primary sources, a lot of government reports 

and NAACP reports. 

11:30:30 MALE (CALLER) 

I first learned about reconstruction as a college student at UNCG.  I was a 

history major and one of the courses I took was in reconstruction. 
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11:30:42 MALE (CALLER) 

I began to learn about reconstruction in elementary and middle school in 

Tennessee.  And back then the teaching of reconstruction was that it was well 

intended but African-Americans did not know how to use their freedom and 

they were corrupted and were taken advantage of.  And tragically it ended. 

11:30:59 MALE (CALLER) 

Studying to be a social studies teacher now.  It's really important to me to 

make sure that the accuracy of reconstruction is taught to generations after 

me.  So I'm really hoping to do that. 

11:31:13 JENN WHITE 

Throughout the hour we've been bringing you highlights from our tour of the 

special exhibition at the Smithsonian's National Museum of African-

American History and Culture.  It's called Make Good the Promises: 

Reconstruction and its Legacies.  Here's one of the exhibition curators, Katy 

Kendrick. 

11:31:29 KATY KENDRICK 

This is really one of the highlights of the artifacts that we -- you know, in 

searching for things to bring in for this exhibition.  This is a petition that was 

signed by a convention of freed men in Charleston, South Carolina in 1865, in 

November of 1865.  It's been housed at the Library of Congress since it was 

brought to congress.  It was written to congress to protest the black codes 

which were a system of discriminatory laws that the former confederate state 

governments passed as soon as they rejoined the union. 

11:32:02 KATY KENDRICK 

And so, throughout the south, freed men and women gathered together to 

protest the black codes to call attention to their exclusion from the political 

process and to demand their full rights as citizens.  So this petition, when it's 

unrolled, is 54 feet long.  And we have next to the case a reproduction of all 

the pages so you can really see, you know, that it towers over you when you 

see these unrolled sheets of paper, and the names on them.  You know, there's 

thousands of men's signatures represented here.  Some names are clearly 

written by the same hand, so people who not necessarily could write their own 

names but they still wanted to be registered and represented. 

11:32:40 KATY KENDRICK 

So, again, when you're talking about artifacts about democracy and claiming 

civil rights, this is a real powerful one.  And it's on loan to us from the 

Library of Congress.  It had never been exhibited publicly before. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A February 01, 2022 
16 of 21 

Teleperformance Rapidtext  

 

11:32:51 KATY KENDRICK 

You know, as we talk about the construction of black political power, the 

securing of whole citizenship rights that is made possible by the 

reconstruction amendment, we also talk about the countervailing process, 

which is the reconstruction of white supremacy.  And so in this case, we have 

artifacts that speak to the tactics of violence, intimidation, voter suppression 

that were used to deprive black people of their newly-won civil rights. 

11:33:18 KATY KENDRICK 

So this is a Ku Klux Klan mask from the late 1860s, 1870s.  The Ku Klux 

Klan was founded in Tennessee in 1866 by confederate veterans.  And this 

mask definitely doesn't bear resemblance to what we think of when we think 

of the Ku Klux Klan.  It's got three horns, it's got a beard made of rabbit fur , 

its grotesque teeth and nose.  In the first era of the Ku Klux Klan, members 

were various [unintelligible] that white pointed hood and uniform 

only comes about when the Klan is resurrected in the early 20 th century.  So 

during this first phase, they wear various disguises. 

11:34:00 KATY KENDRICK 

Another object in this case that's very tiny but really fascinating, it's a tissue 

ballot.  So in addition to just outright violence and intimidation against 

voters, there was also widespread voter fraud that the Democratic Party, at 

the time, used to make sure that the candidates who ended up getting elected 

were white Democrats. 

11:34:22 KATY KENDRICK 

So this was actually -- at the time, you would, you know, vote just by bringing 

your ballot and putting it in the box.  There wasn't any secret ballots 

[unintelligible] privacy.  So when stacked together, these would be 

printed on thin tissue paper and there would be, you know, multiple stacked 

together.  So when you put them in the ballot box and the ballot box was 

shaken, suddenly one ballot became five or ten.  And so that was, again, a way 

to stuff the ballot box. 

11:34:47 JENN WHITE 

Those were highlights from our tour of the special exhibition on 

reconstruction at the Smithsonian.  And with us to talk about the legacy of 

reconstruction are Gregory Carr, professor of Afro-American studies at 

Howard University, Kidada Williams, a history professor at Wayne State 

University and host of the podcast "Seizing Freedom."  And Melisande Short-

Colomb.  She's a research and community engagement associate at 

Georgetown's Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics. 
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11:35:12 JENN WHITE 

We've talked about some of the failures of reconstruction but, Professor 

Carr, in your view, what are some of the major successes of this era? 

11:35:22 GREGORY CARR 

I'll take my cue again from W.E.B. Du Bois in 1903 "The Souls of Black 

Folk" which he really expands 30 years later in his book "Black 

Reconstruction in America."  The black institutions -- there are two quick 

triumphs.  One is the black institutions, some of which predate the Civil Wars 

as Carl Whitson [ph] writes about, the black church, black educational 

institutions who are, of course, getting support from outside the south.  A lot 

of those institutions endure to this day. 

11:35:51 GREGORY CARR 

And, of course, the Afro-Methodist Episcopal Church being probably the best 

known of the organized black formations, they really used reconstruction to 

pull together black family, pulled together black community, pooled their 

resources and engaged in a formal local sovereignty, in a way, in partnership 

with the freed men's bureau.  As Du Bois says, there're almost a thousand 

different governments going on at the same time. 

11:36:12 GREGORY CARR 

And then the other one, quickly, is the impact of these newly freed people of 

African descent on the very structures that people are trying to prevent them 

from participating in.  When you read Lerone Bennett or Vincent Harding or 

any of those early historians who -- well, later historians who were writing 

about reconstruction, you know, they say for all intents and purposes publ ic 

education in the south is a negro idea.  Black people stand up these by going 

to the legislatures. 

11:36:37 GREGORY CARR 

And I would say, in terms of teaching reconstruction, looking at those 

primary documents, students and all of us really, when we read what Robert 

Elliott and Francis Cardozo, who ends up in DC, the grandfather of Eslanda 

Goode Robeson, Paul Robeson's wife, when we look at what they were 

passing in those legislatures, those very same people who had no chance to 

read or write, who happened to be white, now get to go to school .  And then 

turn around and Jim Crowe, the very people who passed the laws, 

[unintelligible] into the school.  It is -- I mean, those are triumphs 

even in spite of the various statements. 

11:37:08 JENN WHITE 

Professor Williams, what about for you? 
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11:37:13 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I think that I agree with Professor Carr in the sense that to really understand 

reconstruction, you have to understand what African-Americans wanted and 

what they tried to achieve, which was justice after slavery.  And they worked 

with their partners in the federal government to get that.  And so for a 

moment of time they get the opportunity to experience this promised land. 

11:37:35 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

Now, they're experiencing the [word?] almost immediately but most of 

the people who lived through that era never forgot all of the possibilities.  

Being able to reunite their families, having access to education, being able to 

run for office and, you know, not just vote but run for office and play a role 

in setting the policy for your community.  And what we know is that African-

Americans who were elected into office, they did more to expand freedom and 

democracy and equality than the people before them.  And that's part of the 

beauty of reconstruction that I think often gets ignored when we focus on that 

white supremacy legitimizing history of, quote unquote, "failure." 

11:38:14 JENN WHITE 

We've been talking about reconstruction as a missed moment in the pursuit of 

racial equity.  And, Melisande, I'm curious to hear from you, especially after 

your experience going to Georgetown.  Where do you think the unfinished 

work of reconstruction is most urgent today? 

11:38:32 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

Great question.  Thank you.  I think beyond the experience of going to 

Georgetown is the reality that I was born a little colored girl in 1954.  And the 

very same energies that compelled people to vote [unintelligible] and 

actively suppressed in Louisiana in New Orleans the first ten years of my life 

in segregation were the most formative and solid years of my life because I 

was in a community of people who built where we were up until that point. 

11:39:40 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

And when I was born on April 10, 1954 my 27-year-old mother, graduate 

from Stillman College knew in May, when she heard on the radio about 

Brown versus the board of education, that my life and the lives of all of us 

little babies born in 1954 and 1953, we were going to an experience in 

America unlike any other.  And that this inheritance belongs to us al l in an 

unbroken line of inheritance that is but 246 years old. 

11:40:40 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

What reconstruction has taught me is that the very same forces that were at 

play in 1877 are at play in 2022.  And they are energies to do the same thing, 

deprive me and people like me of our rights as legitimate Americans of 

longstanding. 
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11:41:20 JENN WHITE 

Hmm.  I'm thinking about my parents, Melisande, as you speak.  And my 

father and mother were born in the late 1930s and early 1940s respectively.  

And one of the things that I continue to grapple with is that my parents were 

born in a country where they were not considered full citizens until they were 

adults.  And when we talk about this history, so often it's talked about as if it 

was so far in the past and that the impact of this history isn't still shaping 

America today.  Professor Carr, what is at the heart of that disconnect and 

how do we fix it? 

11:42:16 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

I think we fix it through education but the it that we have to fix is the, to  

quote Gil Scott-Heron from several decades ago, "this country loves nostalgia 

as long as it can curate it to fit the taste of the people who want to remember 

it," when, in fact, we don't even remember as far back as last week.  So the 

idea then I think we fix it by digging in and confronting the fact that the roots 

of what we face structurally in this country really do go back to this moment. 

11:42:46 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

And as you were talking about signing in [sounds like] as you were 

reflecting on that -- as you were thinking about that, it made me think about 

my parents too.  You know, like I said, I knew my grandparents.  Their 

parents were born, one before the end of enslavement, the other right at the 

beginning of reconstruction.  So this is not ancient history.  And we have to 

understand that since the 1960s, the [unintelligible] , what you really 

see is in some ways, Dylan Rodriguez writes about this, he calls it white 

reconstruction. 

11:43:13 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

In other words, this response to empowering everyone has been to preserve 

this notion of whiteness.  And that lies at the heart of the unresolved conflict.  

And so, Brown is a response to Plessy.  Plessy, you could argue, is really the 

end of reconstruction because what the Supreme Court does is almost 

immediately start attacking the 14 th Amendment.  They don't protect voter 

rights.  There's Cruikshank.  When they took the ballot boxes in Louisiana.  

The Ku Klux Klan acts of 1870.  When they started the Department of Justice 

they willed those away by the civil rights acts and say, well, the state actors 

and private actors can't be touched. 
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11:43:48 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

That sets up everything from the Southern Negro Youth Conference to the 

second SNCC, the Student Nonviolent Coordinati ng Committee.  And to this 

day, that's what those Black Lives Matter young people out in the street's 

fighting.  Either we are going to be human beings but you're not going to have 

a country to be a human being in.  This is the unresolved work of 

reconstruction. 

11:44:04 JENN WHITE 

Profession Williams, I'd love to hear from you on this, as well. 

11:44:09 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

I'll just say I agree with everything that's been said.  And I think that one of 

the things that is most striking to me as a history professor is how much our 

young people don't know about this history.  Including their families.  Sort of 

like the way their families are central to this history.  So not just what's being 

taught in school but what's also not being taught in homes. 

11:44:32 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

And so, for me that's one of the things that's most striking.  I feel like we, as 

certain communities, are missing a moment to connect those dots and to help 

even young people today understand the sort of unbroken line and sometimes 

the broken line between what's happening now and what happened in the 

past.  And how they might be able to draw strength in lessons from the people 

who came before them about how to fight these fights today. 

11:45:01 JENN WHITE 

That's Kidada Williams.  She's a history professor at Wayne State University 

and host of the podcast "Seizing Freedom" for Virginia Public Media.  We 

also spoke to Gregory Carr.  He's a professor of Afro-American studies at 

Howard University.  And Melisande Short-Colomb.  She's a research and 

community engagement associate at Georgetown's Laboratory for Global 

Performance and Politics.  Professor Carr, Professor Williams, Melisande, 

thank you so much for your time today. 

11:45:27 GREGORY CARR 

Thank you, Jenn. 

11:45:28 MELISANDE SHORT-COLOMB 

Thank you. 

11:45:28 KIDADA WILLIAMS 

Thank you. 
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11:45:30 JENN WHITE 

The Smithsonian's special exhibition on reconstruction is on view through 

August.  And remember, the 1A podcast is a great way to catch up on 

anything you might've missed.  It's where you'll fi nd our best guests and 

stories every day.  We got this email from Deborah who says, one thing that 

really helped me was the PBS series on reconstruction hosted by Henry Louis 

Gates.  I feel this should be necessary viewing for every American.  While I 

know this is not the whole story for every state, this is one program that 

stunned me into awakening.  I just never knew and now I'm hungry to learn 

more and more. 

11:46:03 JENN WHITE 

Today's producer was Kathryn Fink.  This program comes to you from 

WAMU, part of American University in Washington distributed by NPR.  

I'm Jenn White.  Thanks for listening.  We'll talk again tomorrow.  This is 1A 


