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While in bondage, John adams Hyman repeatedly 
broke laws prohibiting his education so he could 

learn to read and write, and as a result, was sold at least 
eight times. after his emancipation, Hyman sought 
with equal determination to become the first black U.s. 
representative from north carolina. Though the shy 
legislator made no speeches on the House floor, a letter to 
senator charles sumner of massachusetts, written in 1872, 
demonstrated his eloquence. “if [an african american] is  
a man,” Hyman declared, “he is entitled to all the rights 
and privileges of any other man. There can be no grades  
of citizenship under the american flag.”1

Born into slavery near Warrenton, north carolina, on 
July 23, 1840, John adams Hyman is believed to have 
been a child of Jesse Hyman, a slave.2 starting in his early 
twenties, John Hyman was a janitor for a Warrenton 
jeweler. Hyman later noted that he was treated like 
“chattel, bought and sold as a brute.”3 When he gained his 
freedom in march 1865, Hyman returned to Warrenton, 
where he became a farmer and opened a country store. He 
also became a trustee of the first public school in his area. 
Hyman married and had two sons and two daughters. The 
names of his immediate family members are not known.4

Upon his return, Hyman became active in the 
movement to secure political rights for north carolina 
blacks. at age 26, he served on two committees at the 
state’s freedmen’s convention, including the committee 
on invitations, an important panel whose purpose was to 
encourage the attendance of influential politicians and 
to raise awareness about the convention.5 Hyman also 
served as a delegate to the march 1867 republican state 
convention, and as the registrar for northern Warren 
county, recruiting emancipated voters. in november 1867, 
Hyman was elected to the Warren county delegation 
to the north carolina constitutional convention, which 

met in raleigh the following January. Hyman was one 
of 15 black delegates in the 133-member body. in 1868, 
he won election to the state senate where he served for 
six years. from this seat, Hyman wrote U.s. senator 
charles sumner in support of his civil rights Bill.6 He 
also opposed President andrew Johnson’s leniency toward 
ex-confederates and strongly advocated requiring states 
to ratify the 14th amendment before being readmitted to 
the Union. Hyman voted against impeaching republican 
governor William Holden in 1872 for ordering the arrest 
of ku klux klan members suspected of lynching and 
terrorizing the state’s black population. in the senate, 
which was divided over how to resuscitate north carolina’s 
postwar economy, Hyman deflected conservatives’ and 
Democrats’ charges that he accepted bribes from railroad 
lobbyists. most members of the penitentiary committee, 
on which Hyman served, were caught up in this scandal.7

Hyman’s hometown of Warrenton was in the 
northern section of the “Black second” district, the only 
safe republican district after gerrymandering by the 
Democratically controlled north carolina legislature. The 
“Black second” stretched from Warren county, adjacent to 
the Virginia border, and hooked around to coastal craven 
county.8 The earliest reliable census, taken in 1880, 
showed that the populations of three of the district’s 10 
counties were more than two-thirds black. all the counties 
in the district had populations that were at least 45 percent 
black. in 1872, white republican charles r. Thomas, a 
pre-civil War Whig, sought a third congressional term in 
the reapportioned district, but newly powerful african-
american politicians in the “Black second” demanded 
that a freedman run for congress. Hyman challenged 
Thomas for the nomination—embittering many white 
republicans and opening racial fissures in the party—but 
lost at the may 1872 district convention. However, black 
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voters remained loyal to the party of the emancipators, and 
Thomas handily defeated his Democratic opponent in the 
general election. 

Yet Thomas’s term in the 43rd congress (1873–1875) 
was minimally successful and marred by political blunders. 
seven candidates, including Hyman and african-american 
state representative James o’Hara, challenged the 
weakened incumbent at the 1874 district convention.9 The 
early ballots taken at the convention saw the votes split 
evenly among the candidates—each county cast one vote 
for its favored contender—but after a series of negotiations 
among the candidates, Hyman prevailed on the 29th 
ballot. realizing their redistricting efforts had opened the 
door for north carolina’s first black representative, white 
supremacist Democrats frantically sought a viable last-
minute challenger. The success of their candidate, george 
W. Blount, depended on the chance that ever-growing 
racial divisions in the republican Party would prevent 
white republicans from voting for Hyman.10 opposition 
newspapers emphasized that Hyman lacked the support of 
white republican leaders, as evidenced by the candidacy 
of white independent republican garland White. The 
Democratic press also spread the rumor that white 
republicans were bribing Hyman not to run.11 Yet Hyman 
emerged victorious, taking 62 percent of the vote.12 Blount 
contested Hyman’s election. His chief complaint was 
that the phrase “republican congressional Ticket” at the 
top of Hyman ballots persuaded many voters who were 
barely literate to vote for him.13 on august 1, 1876, a 
Democratic House unanimously agreed that Hyman was 
entitled to the seat.14 

Upon his arrival for the 44th congress (1875–1877), 
Hyman was assigned to the committee on manufactures. 
for the first time in nearly two decades, the republicans 
found themselves in the minority, and Hyman’s committee 
assignment had little significance for his agricultural 
district. a quiet man who preferred behind-the-scenes 
politics, Hyman made no speeches on the House 
floor. instead, he submitted private bills and petitions 
on behalf of the poor in his district and state.15 He 

sponsored a bill authorizing the Treasury Department 
to build a lighthouse at gull rock on north carolina’s 
Pamlico sound and introduced legislation to compensate 
constituents for financial losses incurred during the 
civil War. He joined others from the north carolina 
delegation in seeking relief for cherokee indians resettled 
in the West. a loyal republican, he cast a noteworthy 
“nay” vote against restricting President Ulysses s. grant 
to two terms. (Though a formal term limit for Presidents 
did not yet exist, the resolution determined that a chief 
executive should step down after two terms based on the 
precedent established by President george Washington.) 
Hyman was one of only 18 dissenting members, as many 
republicans defected.16 Hyman attempted to protect his 
black constituents by introducing a bill to reimburse the 
depositors of the failed freedmen’s Bank, but it never made 
it out of committee. 

as racial divisions widened in the state’s republican 
Party, former north carolina reconstruction governor 
curtis Brogden began mustering support to defeat Hyman 
for the republican nomination in the spring of 1876. By 
the following July, Brogden’s supporters were so confident 
he would be nominated, many did not attend the district 
convention, though Brogden himself arrived at the 
convention site several days early.17 Brogden’s small but 
powerful force convinced some of Hyman’s lieutenants—
white and black—of Brogden’s superiority, and the 
former governor won on the ninth and deciding ballot.18 
Deflecting rumors he would run as a third-party candidate, 
Hyman threw his support behind his rival. Winning  
the general election by a wide margin, Brogden took 
his place as the only republican in the state’s new 
congressional delegation.19 

Hyman returned to his farm in Warrenton, where he 
also ran a grocery and liquor store. He briefly served as a 
special deputy internal revenue collector for the rutherford 
B. Hayes administration, but political pressure from the 
north carolina republican Party kept him from fully 
assuming his post.20 in 1878, he again ran for congress, 
losing the nomination to James o’Hara. Hyman served 
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as a steward and sunday school superintendent for the 
Warrenton colored methodist church. as the temperance 
movement took hold in north carolina, he was expelled 
from the church on charges of selling alcoholic beverages 
and embezzling sunday school funds. Hyman left 
Warrenton, moving to Washington, Dc, and later to 
richmond, Virginia. in 1887, he returned to Warrenton 
with renewed political ambitions, but he failed to obtain 
a congressional nomination in 1888. The winner, black 
candidate Henry cheatham, eventually reclaimed the 
“Black second.” shortly thereafter, Hyman defected from 
the republican Party after agreeing to encourage blacks to 
vote for district Democrats in exchange for minor political 
posts.21 returning north, Hyman worked as a mail clerk’s 
assistant in maryland for 10 years before moving back to 
Washington, Dc, in 1889, where he took a position in 
the Department of agriculture’s seed dispensary.22 John 
Hyman died at home of a stroke on september 14, 1891.
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