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Jefferson Franklin Long
1836-1901

UNITED STATES REPRESENTATIVE % 1871
REPUBLICAN FROM GEORGIA

he second African American elected to the U.S.

House of Representatives, Jefferson Long served less
than three months—the shortest term of any African-
American Member—but nevertheless became the first black
Member to speak on the House Floor.! Speaking against
the Amnesty Bill, which restored political rights to most
former Confederates, Long pleaded with his colleagues
to acknowledge the atrocities being committed by white
supremacists in Georgia. “Do we, then, really propose here
to-day . . . when loyal men dare not carry the ‘stars and
stripes’ through our streets . . . to relieve from political
disability the very men who have committed these Kuklux
[sic] outrages?” he declared on the House Floor. “I think
that I am doing my duty to my constituents and my duty
to my country when I vote against such a proposition.”

Jefferson Long was born to a slave mother on March 3,
1836, in Knoxville, a small town in west-central Georgia.
Long’s father was believed to have been the son of a local
white man.? Defying the law, Long learned to read and
write. Trained as a tailor, he opened a successful business in
Macon, Georgia, after his emancipation following the end
of the Civil War. Most of his clients were white, as they
were the only rural Georgians able to afford custom-made
clothing.* Shortly after the war, Long married Lucinda
Carhart, and they raised seven children. One of Long’s sons
helped run his business.

Unlike neighboring South Carolina, Georgia did not
have a majority-black population, or a large antebellum
free black community. As a result, Georgia freedmen
often looked to white politicians as leaders after the
war. Long was an exception.’ His prosperous tailor shop
catered to politically connected clients and provided him
the resources to become involved in Republican politics.
Starting in 1866, Long began promoting literacy among
African Americans, and in 1867, he became active in the
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Georgia Educational Association, formed to protect and
advance the interests of freedmen. Long also belonged to
the Macon Union League, a grass-roots political action
group. A dazzling orator, he introduced Georgian freedmen
to politics by preaching the virtues of the Republican Party.
While traveling the state, organizing local Republican
branches, and encouraging black voters to register, Long
brought many whites into the Republican fold. In 1869, he
served on the Republican state committee and was a leader
in the Georgia Labor Convention, which organized black
agricultural workers to demand increased wages, better
jobs, and improved working conditions.®

Congress delayed Georgia’s re-entry into the Union
because the state legislature refused to ratify the 14th
Amendment, and white Republicans and Conservatives
expelled 29 legally elected black members from the Georgia
legislature in September 1868. Conditions for readmission
included reseating the black members and ratification
of the 15th Amendment. In July 1870, these terms were
agreed to, and a Georgia delegation was permitted to
return to Congress. A special election to fill the delegation’s
seats for the remainder of the 41st Congress (1869—1871)
was set for the same day—December 20, 1870—as the
election for a full term to the 42nd Congress (1871-1873).
The Georgia Republican Party chose black candidates to
run for the abbreviated terms, reserving the full term for
white candidates. In the state’s central district, the party
nominated Long for the 41st Congress and state senator
Thomas Jefferson Speer for the 42nd Congress. The night
before the election, Long gave a series of speeches across
the district, encouraging black voters to support the
Republican ticket. The following day, he rallied a large
number of blacks from Macon and marched with them
to the polls. Armed whites were waiting, and a riot broke
out. Long was unharmed, but four others were killed, and
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most blacks left the polls without voting. The unusual
election lasted three days. White politicians accused blacks
of voting multiple times and spread rumors that African
Americans from South Carolina and Alabama had crossed
state lines to vote. But despite the election’s inconsistencies,
Long defeated his opponent, Democrat Winburn J.
Lawton, garnering 12,867 votes (53 percent). However,

he was not sworn in until January 16, 1871, because of
complications related to Georgia’s readmission to the
Union.” Long took his seat one month after Representative
Joseph Rainey of South Carolina was seated in the House.

Long’s term was so short he was not assigned to any
committees, yet he was determined to fight for the civil
rights of freed slaves. On February 1, 1871, he became the
first African-American Representative to speak before the
House when he disagreed with a bill that exempted former
Confederate politicians from swearing allegiance to the
Constitution.® Long argued against allowing unrepentant
Confederates to return to Congress, noting that many
belonged to secret societies like the Ku Klux Klan, which
intimidated black citizens, and feigned loyalty to rebuild
political strength. “If this House removes the disabilities of
disloyal men,” Long warned, “I venture to prophesy you
will again have trouble from the very same men who gave
you trouble before.” Many major newspapers reported
on Long’s address, and northern newspapers, especially,
commended his oratorical skills. Georgia newspapers
described his speech as a malicious attempt to disfranchise
whites.'” Long’s efforts were fruitless; the House voted 118
to 90 to grant Confederates amnesty.

One of the few votes Long cast in the House was to
seat Thomas P. Beard, a black Republican from northeast
Georgia, after his defeat by Democrat Stephen Corker.
Led by Massachusetts Republican Benjamin Butler, a
few Radical Republicans, Long among them, objected
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to seating Corker when he presented his credentials on
January 24, 1871. (The Beard—Corker election equaled
Long’s for its violence. Beard testified that large numbers
of voters who had intended to vote for him were “shot,
beat or otherwise maltreated” by “organized bands of
desparadoes [sic],” connected to the Democrats.) Butler’s
resolution objecting to Corker’s credentials was soundly
defeated in a 148 to 42 vote."" A number of Republicans
voted against it on procedural grounds, believing Corker’s
credentials qualified him to remain seated until the
Elections Committee ruled on the case. Beard’s case never
came before the panel, and Corker served out the term.'?
Long was the last black Representative elected from
Georgia until Representative Andrew Young won a seat
in 1972. After leaving Congress on March 3, 1871, Long
returned to his tailoring business in Macon. Although
he remained active in politics, he never again ran for
public office, recognizing that the white-controlled
Georgia government had shut blacks out of politics. He
campaigned for Republican candidates in 1872 and served
as a member of the Southern Republican Convention
in 1874 and as a delegate to the Republican National
Conventions from 1872 to 1880. Long eventually became
frustrated by white Republican leaders’ failure to protect
black southerners. By the late 1870s, he began encouraging
African Americans to vote for Independent Democrats if
Republican candidates proved unsatisfactory.' Political
upheaval and sharp racial division in all the political parties
had so disillusioned Long by the mid-1880s that he left
politics permanently to focus on his business. However, his
reputation as a radical politician eventually cost him his
affluent white clientele.'* Unable to survive on the income
from his tailor shop, he started other businesses, including
a liquor store and a dry-cleaning shop. He remained self-
employed until his death in Macon on February 4, 1901.
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