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10— The Carpetbagger 

CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 Plot Summary—“Welcome to the South” 
 

After traveling South for several days, Uncle Samuel and Oliver finally arrive in the old 
hometown of the family—Winnsboro, South Carolina.  To Oliver, it looks very similar to the 
other towns they have crossed through, and there is little to see except for a small downtown 
area and miles of cotton fields. 

Uncle Samuel takes them to an old neighbor’s plantation so that they can ask about 
Oliver’s father.  They see a group of sharecroppers working in the fields.   At first, Oliver thinks 
they are slaves, but Uncle Samuel explains that slavery ended with the Civil War (however, the 
arrangement of the sharecroppers is not much different).  One of the field hands takes Oliver 
and Uncle Samuel to the main house to see the old neighbor. 

The neighbor is disgusted when he sees Uncle Samuel.  He knows that Uncle Samuel 
moved to the North and fought for the Union Army during the war.  He even calls him a 
“carpetbagger” for returning to the South.   

Despite the tense exchange, the neighbor does inform them that Oliver’s father was the 
alive the last he heard.  When he returned home from the war, he found his wife gone and his 
home destroyed, and he quickly left town.  That was the last time the neighbor had seen him. 
 
Quotations and Talking Points 
 
page 12 
 

— When I rode in the wagon for a long time in the North, it seemed like I 
just went from one town to another…It didn’t seem that way in the 
South.  Instead, it was one cotton field after another. 

      

Cotton Plantation owners made a nice living growing cotton on large tracts of land 
in the South during the Antebellum Era (i.e. before the war).  Most plantations 
relied on slave labor, so the plantation owners closely defended the 
institution of slavery (one of the leading causes of the war).  The end of the 
Civil War also brought an end of slavery, and many plantations were 
destroyed in General Sherman’s march across the South.  As a result, 
hundreds of plantation owners lost their fortunes, although cotton remained 
the main crop in the South during Reconstruction. 

 

 
 
page 13 
 

— “When you ride into a town you can feel its energy.”  This Southern town 
seemed to have the opposite effect.  It lacked energy in a way that made 
you think that it was past its prime and had seen better days.  It was like 
walking into a ghost town. 

 
 
     
 

 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 
 
pages 12-21  (10 pages) 
 

estimated reading time:  15 minutes 
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Better Days in the South The entire South was in shambles after the Civil War.  Many plantations, homes, 
businesses, and railroads had been destroyed when Union General William 
Sherman marched his troops across Georgia, South Carolina, and into North 
Carolina.  Major cities were burned to the ground.  During the Reconstruction 
Era (1865-1876), racial tensions and political frustrations continued to plague the 
South, and morale was extremely low.  Even as towns and cities rebuilt, there 
was a feeling that they had seen “better days.”  It wasn’t until the late 1800s that 
people were really able to move on from the devastation of the Civil War. 

 
page 15 
 

— “Are they slaves?”… “No,” Uncle Samuel replied.  “There are no more 
slaves in the South.  There haven’t been since the end of the war.” 
   

End of Slavery  In 1863, President Abraham Lincoln issued a proclamation freeing all slaves 
in the seceded states, but it could not be enforced until a Union victory in the 
Civil War.  The 13th amendment to the Constitution (1865) officially 
abolished slavery in the United States. The end of slavery created new 
problems in the South.  Aside from destroying the economy (which relied on 
slave labor),  the number of freed slaves outnumbered the white population, 
thus giving African Americans political power.  This led to extreme racial 
tensions throughout the South during Reconstruction.    

 
Page 17 
 

— “It’s his land and his tools, and we just work here.  If the crops come 
in like they should, he lets us keep some of them.”  Uncle Samuel 
nodded, “You’re a sharecropper.”   

 

Sharecropping  Sharecropping was a desperate arrangement made during the 
Reconstruction Era between plantation owners and freed slaves (both of 
whom were struggling to get by).  White plantation owners, having lost 
their slave labor, hired freedmen to work in the fields.  The owner 
provided housing and equipment, but he paid his workers primarily in 
crops rather than in money.  The freed slaves, who lacked food and 
shelter, had little choice but to agree to the arrangement.  In practice, it 
differed very little from slavery. 

 
 
page 18 
 
 

— “Are you another Yankee Carpetbagger who has come south to loot 
whatever the Union soldiers left behind?” 
      

Carpetbaggers  Carpetbaggers was a nickname used to describe Northerners who came South 
after the Civil War to seek political and financial gain in the midst of the 
destruction.  They were called “carpetbaggers” because they often placed their 
belongings in a cheap carpet bag before they headed south.  Southern 
Republicans who were sympathetic to the carpetbaggers and supported 
Reconstruction policies were called “scalawags.”  Southern farmers used the 
word “scalawag” prior to the war to describe a small and useless animal. 

 
 

 
Create a timeline 
 

 Ask your students to create a timeline of the Reconstruction Era.  A few things that 
might be included on this timeline are the end of the Civil War (1865), the assassination of 
Abraham Lincoln (1865), the ratification of the Reconstruction Amendments (1866, 1868, and 
1870) as well as other Reconstruction legislation, as well as the return of Democratic power in 
the South (1876). 
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