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Washington, Feb. 24, 1870.

The Case of the Mississippi Senator

The Mississippi subject was then taken up, the question being upon the motion of Mr. Stockton to 
refer the credentials of Mr. Revels to the Judiciary Committee.

Mr. Saulsbury, (Dem.) of Del., discussed the question of the alleged election and the evidence of it, 
and said he supported the proposed reference upon the higher and broader ground which was 
entertained by his political associates in the Senate, that under the Constitution he (Revels) was not 
eligible to a seat in the Senate on the ground of a want of citizenship. He denied that any claim to 
eligibility could be established by the civil rights bill or the Fourteenth Constitutional Amendment, 
because the Constitution required nine years previous citizenship of applicants for seats in the 
Senate, and the requisite nine years since the enactment of the legislation referred to had not 
elapsed. But it was claimed that Mr. Revels was a citizen prior to this legislation. The answer to that 
was that the Dred Scott decision was, at the time of its delivery, the only authoritative exposition of 
the Constitution on the point that a negro or mulatto was not such a citizen of the United States as 
was contemplated at the time of the adoption of the Constitution. The principle involved in this 
decision, he said, had been endorsed by all the radical legislation, because the civil rights bill and the 
Fourteenth Amendment were based upon the conviction of Congress that at the time of the Dred 
Scott decision free negroes and free mulattoes were not citizens of the United States. He then went 
on to argue that it was not competent for any one State to make a citizen of the United States. 
Consequently if Mr. Revels had ever voted in Ohio, of which there was no evidence, it was in violation 
of the Constitution of the United States. In conclusion he remarked he had but little hope for the future 
of his country. He would avert, if possible, this threatened calamity. He would preserve to our white 
posterity this heritage bequeathed by our honored and noble ancestry to their white descendants. He 
recognized, however, that his own efforts would not avail, and, therefore, in resuming his seat he 
would utter his solemn protest against this proceeding in behalf of a revolutionized country.

Mr. Drake, (Rep.) of Mo., during the remarks of Mr. Saulsbury, made the statement that Mr. Revels 
was neither a negro nor a mulatto, but an octoroon, and that he made the statement out of 
compassion for the mental sufferings of his friend (Mr. Saulsbury) upon the probability of being 
compelled to associate in the Senate with a jet black negro.

…Mr. Howard, (Rep.) of Mich., believed the proof of Mr. Revels’ election to be conclusive, and that 
the only issue now was upon the acceptance or rejection of him as a member on account of the color 
of his skin. It was urged that he (Mr. Revels) was of African descent, and therefore had not been a 
citizen of the United States for nine years. It was not denied that he was a native born inhabitant of 
the United States, nor was it pretended he was a slave. He (Mr. Howard) maintained that every 
person born in the United States and not been a slave was a citizen; that nativity imparted citizenship 
in all countries. He would carry this doctrine so far as to assert that even a black man born a slave 
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was to be held to be a citizen from his birth. Such a one had always owed allegiance to the United 
States, and allegiance and citizenship were co-relative terms. The Dred Scott decision, in his opinion, 
was a partisan decision, the purpose of which was to establish, by judicial decision, for all time to 
come, the legality, the rightfulness and even the piety of slavery, and it had sunk, if not into oblivion, 
then, into eternal derision and contempt. He saw in this election of a colored man to the seat formerly 
filled by Jeff. Davis that which he believed would gladden the heart of every lover of freedom.

Mr. Williams, (Rep.) of Oregon, remarked that Chief Justice Taney expressly limited the Dred Scott 
decision to those with pure African blood in their veins and whose ancestors had been sold as slaves; 
but was there any evidence that the ancestors of Mr. Revels were included in this category? On the 
contrary, it had appeared in the discussion that Revels was a man with a large proportion of white 
blood, and it followed necessarily that some of his ancestors were not slaves. Upon the whole, in view 
of all the authorities, legal and otherwise, Revels had always been a citizen of the United States.

Mr. Cameron, (Rep.) of Pa., narrated the particulars of an interview between himself and Jefferson 
Davis just prior to the war and before the latter had left the Senate, during which he declared to Davis 
his own conviction that slavery would have ceased from the moment the first gun was fired upon the 
flag of the country, and that his (Mr. Davis’) seat would some day, in the justice of God, be occupied 
by a negro. Mr. Cameron said he had lived to see his assertion verified and he now wished to remind 
the Senate how much this colored race had served us in the war, and he was compelled to say this in 
view of the attempt of the Senator from Oregon (Mr. Williams) to argue that this man (Mr. Revels) had 
more white than black blood in his veins. A consideration of that kind was unworthy of any Senator in 
view of the great services of the colored soldier, and he (Mr. Cameron) believed the tide of war would 
have gone against us had it not been for the two hundred thousand negroes who came to the rescue.

Without action upon the question the Senate, at half-past four o’clock, adjourned.

—————————————————————————————————————————————

[DOCUMENT 2]

This divisive Senate debate was commented upon by the New York Daily Tribune (New York, New 
York) on Feb. 26, 1870:

It is hardly more surprising to see Hiram Revels of Mississippi figuring in the Senate than to see Dred 
Scott of Missouri figuring there. Senator Vickers dragged in Dred yesterday as a proof that Hiram 
should be kept out. The same thing had been done the day before by Senator Saulsbury. Both of 
these gentlemen seem to have overlooked the fact that Dred Scott is a dead African, while Hiram 
Revels is a live American citizen.

—————————————————————————————————————————————
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Cincinnati Daily Enquirer (Cincinnati, Ohio) on Feb. 25, 1870:

The Negro Senator from Mississippi

A negro, who rejoices in the name of Hiram R. Revels, is about to take his place in that once exalted 
body known as the Senate of the United States. He goes there upon a certificate of election from the 
Legislature, signed by General Ames, the United States Military Commandant in Mississippi, who is 
himself Revels’ colleague, elected in the same manner to the Senate. The principal, of course, 
certified to the choice of the accomplice in the fraud. There is a little incident connected with this 
honorable Senator which is worthy of notice. On or about the last of August, 1867, this colored 
gentleman was a citizen of the State of Kansas. He instituted a suit or criminal prosecution against 
one John H. Morris for charging him (Revels) with embezzling the funds of his (Revels’) church and 
with falsehood and hypocrisy. The defendant (Morris) justified and claimed the truth of his allegation. 
The jury took the matter under advisement, and returned the following verdict:

“The defendant (Morris) took the ground that the alleged libel was true, and proved to our satisfaction 
that the said Hiram R. Revels had embezzled certain funds belonging to his church, and has been 
guilty of falsehood, and had unnecessarily forced a quarrel on the said Morris thus compelling him to 
act in vindication of his own character.

“In short, we found that the alleged libel was true, and that it was published for good motives and 
justifiable ends, all of which it was necessary to prove to secure an acquittal in a suit for libel.”

E. M. Rankin, Foreman; 
James Curran, 
Abel Armstrong, 
A. L. Rushmore, 
H. Markson, 
J. B. Fluno

Mr. Rankin is a wealthy and prominent citizen of Leavenworth; Mr. Markson is a Deputy Collector of 
Internal Revenue; and Mr. Fluno is a hotelkeeper in the principal city of Kansas. The whole jury is 
eminently respectable, and no one can doubt the justice of their verdict, as it was under oath upon 
presentation of the evidence. Such is the man—who two years ago had never seen Mississippi—the 
majority of the United States Senate receive into their fellowship as a worthy and estimable 
colleague. Well, perhaps, under the circumstances, he may be deserving of that appellation.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Morning Oregonian (Portland, Oregon) on Feb. 25, 1870:

The Collapse of Democracy

(From the Chicago Republican.)

“Whyfore is this thus?” Can such things be? Is this article in the New York World a forgery, or an 
optical illusion? Is it possible that the Washington representative of that distinguished Caucasian 
journal has actually besought an interview with the negro who has been sent to the United States 
Senate from Mississippi? It would seem so, if we can trust our eyes; and it would further seem that 
the correspondent became bewildered by the fascinating presence—magnetized into a renunciation 
of the great leading “principles” of Democracy.

He actually visited the Senatorial Simian at the residence of “the colored President of the Freedman’s 
bank,” where, although a “social party” was in progress, the correspondent failed to detect any 
overpoweringly obnoxious odor. He stood it. His handkerchief did not envelope the facial promontory 
wherein dwell the alert olfactories.

He took an inventory of the features of the sable successor of Jeff. Davis, and found that he had “a 
decidedly African, but pleasant physiognomy.” He was tickled almost to death when “the Senator” 
condescended to sit for five minutes and answered his dismal questions; and he asked him almost 
everything except whether the hollow of his foot made a hole in the ground.

He observed his curly hair, and saw in it on disqualification; he noticed that he was pretty black, and 
remembered that it was a complexion to be euphemistically referred to as the rich olive of the South; 
he made a note of the conspicuous nose, and declared that he looked “as benignant and 
philosophical as one could wish”; he took a sketch of the Senegambian  skull and pulpy lips, and 
discerned therein a sign that “he may flame out as a raging orator on the Senate floor.” The writer 
doubtless adores the Coxian style; but we have enough of that sort of “raging” orators, and we pray 
that Revels may “take any shape but that.”

By this time, Jenkins is thoroughly demoralized He has repudiated the Dred Scott decision; and 
Taney and Buchanan are among the unremembered dead. At this point he probably eats an orange 
and takes a drink. He can’t make the Afrite go back into the bottle again, and he don’t try. He 
surrenders. And he describes the Senator as he sits there, “with his cheeks cleanly shaven, leaving a 
closely-cropped beard on his chin, with his face all smiling and his soft brown hand softly stroking 
your correspondent’s knee.”

Good gracious! Ghost of the sublime Hoang-ti! Has Democracy come to this? Is it possible that the 
New York World offers its matchless knee to be petted by “the soft brown hand” of a member of that 
degraded race, whose ancestors, according to Democratic ethnology, a few generations ago, hung by 
their tails from the limbs of Angolan palms? Let the curtain drop! This is too much.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  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New York Herald (New York, New York) on Feb. 26, 1870:

The African in Congress at Last.

The Colored Senator from Mississippi Sworn In.

Washington, Feb. 25, 1870.

Admission of Senator Revels.

After three days of debate, wherein the negro has been viewed in every aspect except, perhaps, a 
religious one, Revels, the negro Senator from Mississippi, qualified and took his seat in the Senate 
today. The Senate galleries have been crowded by persons anxious to witness the novel sight of a 
veritable negro taking his place in the Senate of the United States alongside of white men. Judging 
from the anxiety pictured on their countenances and the uneasiness manifested to get a good look at 
the operation of swearing Revels in, the people in the galleries must have expected something 
terrible to follow. After the vote had been taken, when the presiding officer called upon Revels to 
come forward and take the oath, there was a general buzz in the galleries, a rising up and a bending 
forward, as if the appearance of some monster was expected in the Senate Chamber. Revels, who 
had been sitting all day on a sofa in the rear of Mr. Sumner’s seat, advanced towards the Clerk’s desk 
with a modest yet firm step. He was in no way embarrassed, but went about the business of being 
sworn in as though he had been accustomed to it. Of course he swallowed the iron-clad oath without 
wincing, and bowed his head quite reverently when the words “so help you God” were rendered. 
Immediately after qualifying Revels walked to the seat in the rear of Senator Brownlow, which, I am 
told, he intends to occupy…It was a mercy to the Democrats that Revels did not select a seat on their 
side of the Chamber. Had he done so the consequences can scarcely be conjectured. Garrett Davis 
would have been compelled to resign, Saulsbury would have had to go home to Delaware and New 
Jersey might have been put to the trouble of welcoming home her Stockton. As it is, however, Revels 
is in, nobody has gone out and the Senate is safe.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

[DOCUMENT 6]

Cincinnati Daily Enquirer (Cincinnati, Ohio) carried this headline on Feb. 26, 1870:

The Mississippi Gorilla Admitted to the Senate

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Cincinnati Daily Gazette (Cincinnati, Ohio) on Feb. 26, 1870:

Yesterday, Mr. Revels, a colored man, was admitted as United States Senator from the State of 
Mississippi, in the place last held by Jefferson Davis. It is little more than nine years since Jefferson 
Davis took a formal and somewhat dramatic farewell of the United States Senate, having resigned his 
place to assume the Presidency of the Southern Confederacy, whose cornerstone was proclaimed to 
be the slavery of the negro race, and whose first principle of social economy that the capitalist should 
own the laborer. The result of that undertaking is that four millions of human beings who were then 
slaves, and whom a degraded Supreme Court declared had never been recognized as having any 
rights that a white man was bound to respect, are now citizens of the United States, endowed with all 
civil and political rights, and one of that race is now installed in the place which Mr. Davis vacated. 
Verily, the whirligig of time brings strange revenges. African slavery has disappeared, and with it the 
Confederacy, of which it was to be the cornerstone, and the emancipated slaves have become the 
cornerstone in the political reconstruction of the States from the ruin of rebellion.
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[DOCUMENT 8] - Certificate of Election for Hiram Revels signed by Governor and Secretary of State 
of Mississippi



The Curious Case of Hiram Revels �  of �8 8

[DOCUMENT 9] - Cartoon from Harper’s Weekly magazine, April 9, 1870


