Figure 1. Rutherford B. Hayes is

inaugurated as president on
March 4, 1877, after the
disputed election of 1876.
Democratic leaders agreed to let
the Republicans keep the White
House in exchange for the
withdrawal of federal troops
from the South. This
compromise, which many called
a “corrupt bargain,” ended
Reconstruction and left freed
African Americans to manage
on their own.
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The compromise of 18777

By Thomas H. Neale for eJournalUSA (see http://www.america.gov/st/usg-english/
2008/September/20080905143744ebyessed00.8026239.html).
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In 1876, the Republican Party of the late President Abraham Lincoln (nicknamed the
Grand Old Party, or GOP) had dominated the presidency for 16 years, but GOP control was
in jeopardy. The country was mired in a severe economic depression for the fourth year in
a row. President Ulysses S. Grant was retiring after two terms dominated by a succession
of political scandals. The Democrats, once disgraced by their Civil War association with the
rebellious South, had regained strength and confidence, winning a majority in the House
of Representatives in 1874. And white southern voters were demanding the withdrawal of
federal troops stationed in the former Confederacy to enforce Reconstruction, the federal
government’s policy for guaranteeing political rights to the ex-slaves and safeguarding
Republican state governments imposed after the war.

Meeting in their national conventions, the Democrats nominated Governor Samuel
Tilden of New York for president, while the Republicans picked Ohio Governor Rutherford
B. Hayes. Both men had reputations as reformers, and the two parties offered similar
platforms advocating honest government and civil service reform. The general election
campaign was dominated by mudslinging and by charge and countercharge, while the
nominees remained above the fray, leaving attack politics to surrogates and the highly
partisan newspapers of the day.

More than eight million voters turned out on election day, November 7. By evening,
results arriving by telegraph showed a strong Democratic trend. Republican strongholds
fell to Tilden, and by morning, he appeared to have won 17 states by a popular vote margin
of at least 250,000, for 184 electoral votes, at that time just one short of a majority. Hayes
was behind with 18 states and 165 electoral votes, but Republican Party hopes revived when
returns showed narrow leads for Hayes in Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina, which
controlled 19 votes. Local Democrats disputed the results, asserting that federal troops had
tainted the election; the GOP countered with claims that black Republican voters had been
kept from the polls by force in many places. Bitterly divided, each state sent two
contradictory certificates of election results to Congress.

A fierce battle over the disputed returns was predicted, with supporters of both
candidates threatening violence. Congress responded in January 1877 by establishing a
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bipartisan electoral commission made up of senators, representatives, and Supreme Court
justices. The commission would determine which slate of disputed electors had the better
claim. On February 1, Congress met to count the electoral votes; the disputed returns were
referred to the commission, which painstakingly examined each of them. The process
continued for more than a month, but in every case the commission voted by the narrowest
margin to accept the Republican electors. On March 2, the last votes were awarded to
Hayes, who was declared elected by a one-vote margin, 185 to Tilden’s 184.

Despite widespread discontent among Democrats, the streets remained quiet: Over
the previous month, party political operatives had worked out an agreement behind closed
doors, the Compromise of 1877. Tilden and the Democratic Party accepted a GOP victory,
while Hayes pledged to withdraw federal troops from the states of the former Confederacy,
effectively ending Reconstruction. With the departure of the army, Republican
governments in the South fell as former slaves were prevented from voting by legal
maneuvers, intimidation, and terrorism. Loss of the vote was quickly followed by
segregation laws and other discrimination against blacks, and it would be eight decades
before the nation redressed the legacy of 1877.

The Panic of 1873

Recessions (periods when the nation’s economy shrank) in the nineteenth century were called
“panics” because they began when people literally panicked in response to bad economic news,
pulling their money from investments and causing the economy to shrink.

During and immediately after the Civil War, the U.S. economy grew rapidly — first from spending
on the war, then from industrial growth fostered by Republican policies. More than 30,000 miles of
railroads were built between 1867 and 1873. But the boom brought reckless financial activities and
speculation — buying of goods in hopes of making a profit from rapidly rising prices.

In 1873, a Philadelphia banking firm that had invested heavily in railroads went bankrupt. In a kind of
chain reaction, other banks followed, businesses failed, stock prices collapsed, prices declined, and
jobs disappeared. The recession was so bad that the nation’s economy did not fully recover for more
than twenty years.

The terrible economy helped Democrats in the North win votes from Republicans, who were blamed
for the mess. As a result, Republicans only barely held the White House in 1876.
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On the web

Rutherford B. Hayes
http:/ /www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/RutherfordBHayes/

A biography of the nineteenth president from the White House website.

The Panic of 1873
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/grant/peopleevents/e_panic.html

From The American Experience.
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More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Panic of 1873, Reconstruction, Rutherford B. Hayes, economics, history, politics, and
recessions.
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More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.

Figure 1 (page 1)
Photo from Brady's National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C. This image is believed to be in
the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.

The compromise of 1877 | 3


/search?phrase=Panic+of+1873
/search?phrase=Reconstruction
/search?phrase=Rutherford+B.+Hayes
/search?phrase=economics
/search?phrase=history
/search?phrase=politics
/search?phrase=recessions

	The compromise of 1877
	The Panic of 1873
	On the web
	Image credits


