
Harper's Weekly and Andrew Johnson 
 
During the Reconstruction period, Harper’s Weekly was the most important 
national periodical in the country. It both shaped and reflected public opinion. 
In a time when print media was the only way to reach a nationwide audience, 
its circulation exceeded 100,000 and its estimated readership was over half a 
million. Its news and editorial columns, cartoons and illustrations were 
comparable to a combined version of Time, Life, Newsweek and CNN today. 
George William Curtis, the editor of Harper’s Weekly from 1863 until his death 
in 1892, was one of the most influential and well respected editorial writers of 
his time. Thomas Nast, whose 16 cartoons skewered "King Andy" Johnson, was 
the leading political cartoonist of all time.  

Vice President Andrew Johnson became the seventeenth President of the 
United States on April 15, 1865, after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. 
He served until March 4, 1869, when Ulysses S. Grant was inaugurated. 
Johnson was a Democrat from Tennessee, who once owned slaves. He, alone 
among Southern pre-war Senators, supported the Union during the Civil War. 
He was appointed as military Governor of Tennessee by Lincoln in 1862. 

During Johnson’s term as President, both Houses of Congress were controlled 
by Republicans. Their ideas of how to reconstruct the eleven Southern states 
which had seceded to form the Confederacy differed from Democrat Johnson’s. 
Moreover, within the Republican Party, there were three distinct groupings – 
radical, moderate and conservative. 

Harper’s Weekly portrayed in everyday detail to its readers of 1865-1869 the 
current events, issues and personalities that were central to Reconstruction 
and the impeachment of Andrew Johnson. Several good books and articles 
have been written about Johnson’s life in general and his impeachment in 
particular. However, none of them can provide today’s politicians, students, 
faculty, press and general public with the week-to-week progression of events 
and controversies that the readers of that time received. 
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Thomas Nast 

Thomas Nast was born in Landau, Germany and came to America in 1846. His 
father was a musician who played in theatres, and young Tommy was exposed 
to Shakespeare and other plays at an early age. 

His first illustration for Harper’s Weekly appeared in 1859 and his last one in 
1896. Most of his approximate 2200 cartoons for Harper’s Weekly were drawn 
between 1862 and 1886, an average of almost two per week. 

Nast originated many symbols including the Republican elephant and the 
Tammany tiger. He popularized the Democratic donkey and the current fat and 
jolly image of Santa Claus. 

During the Civil War, Nast’s depictions of Southern guerilla raids and atrocities 
reportedly led Abraham Lincoln to call him the Union’s best recruiter. Two of 
his 1864 cartoons were used as major election posters by the Lincoln-Johnson 
campaign. In fact, Nast’s cartoons played a key role in the re-election of Lincoln 
in 1864, the election of Ulysses S. Grant in 1868 and his re-election in 1872, 
and the defeat of Republican James G. Blaine by Grover Cleveland in 1884. 
However, Nast probably is best known for his powerful series of cartoons that 
led to the defeat of Boss Tweed and his "Ring" in 1871. 

Nast was just coming into his own as a satirical cartoonist when Andrew 
Johnson became President in April 1865. He disagreed with Johnson almost 
from the outset, and lampooned him as "King Andy" and as a Roman emperor 
in work which retains visual impact even today. 

After Nast supported Democrat Grover Cleveland in 1884 - as a “Mugwump” or 
renegade Republican - he lost his popularity among Republicans. He was only 
44, but his work was in decline. He stopped cartooning regularly for Harper’s 
Weekly in 1886, and lost most of his savings in a Wall Street swindle the 
previous year. He died of yellow fever in Guayaquil, Ecuador, where President 
Theodore Roosevelt had appointed him consul in 1902. 
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