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Introduction

“Among the most important factors in the work of Reconstruction was the Freedmen’s 

Bureau" - Joseph Gregoire de Roulhac Hamilton (1909)

In the United States, welfare provision has always proven one of the most 

controversial issues. President Barack Obama’s contentious reform of healthcare 

demonstrates just how disputed federal redistribution is. At the beginning of the 

twenty-first century, American welfare programs lag behind Europe in terms of 

Gross Domestic Product spending. Color lies at the heart of America’s aversion 

to welfare. African-Americans and other racial minorities are “highly 

overrepresented” amongst the nation’s poorest. Therefore “any income-based 

redistribution measures will redistribute disproportionately to these groups.” 

Pamela Denise Reed contends that this contributes to “the image of the lazy, 

shiftless Black looking for a handout,” which predominates in the American 

psyche.1

The aversion to redistribution has ensured that the federal government will 

only turn to welfare programs in times of great need. The most well known 

example of this was Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal.’ The Thirty-second 

President introduced the ‘New Deal’ during the 1930s Great Depression. Bank 

failure was “epidemic” and the nation was gripped by the fear that the economy 

was about to collapse. The US was “psychologically at war with the Economic 

Depression.” The ‘New Deal’ expanded the role of the state and introduced 

central planning with the intention of regaining fiscal confidence and placing

1 In 1999 general government spending on welfare in European Union countries averaged 48 
percent of GDP. In the United States it was only 36 percent. For more information on the 
disparate financing of welfare relief see Alberto Alesina, Edward Glaeser, and Bruce Sacerdote, 
“Why Doesn’t the United States Have a European-Style Welfare State?” Brookings Papers on 
Economic Activity 2001, no. 2 (2001), pp. 189-90; Pamela D. Reed, “From the Freedmen’s Bureau 
to Fema: A Post-Katrina Historical, Journalistic and Literary Analysis.” Journal of Black Studies 
37, no. 4 (Mar., 2007), p. 561.
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America on a sound economic footing. Prior to the ‘New Deal’ the only 

equivalent state expansion and welfare provision came in the guise of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau, a body established at the end of the Civil War to aid the job 

of Reconstruction.2 3

According to Robert Penn Warren, the Civil War was “the greatest single 

event of our history.” He contended that the war was “an overwhelming and vital 

image of human, and national, experience.” Few conflicts before it were “so 

proportionately expensive, either in money or in blood.” The death toll and the 

destruction wrought by the war was staggering. In the four years that war raged, 

over 620 000 soldiers lost their lives. This equated to one quarter of Union troops 

and one half of Confederate servicemen. No other war the United States took part 

in comes close in terms of troops’ deaths. In fact, James McPherson informs us 

that “the Civil War’s cost in American lives was as great as in all of the nation’s 

other wars combined through Vietnam.”3

The social transformation brought to the southern states was just as 

arresting as the number of casualties. The South’s predominant laboring system, 

slavery, was dramatically ended as direct consequence of the Union victory. 

America thus stood at the beginning of postwar Reconstruction with the potential 

to radically alter the nation and institute a more equitable society. The 

Freedmen’s Bureau came south during the spring-summer of 1865 charged with 

securing the freedom won for the former slaves. When Bureau agents arrived in 

the immediate aftermath of war former masters and slaves alike expected the 

body would dramatically remodel the ‘New South.’ The agency’s remit, however, 

was not as radical as both parties expected and furthermore not as radical as the 

current historiography portrays.

2 The Royal Institute in Great Britain concluded that the US was “psychologically at war” with 
the economy, cited in William E. Leuchtenburg, The FDR Years: On Roosevelt and His Legacy. (New 
York, 1995), p. 59; Leuchtenburg, The FDR Years, pp. 49-59.
3 Shelby Foote maintains that all told the butcher’s bill of the war came to 1,094,453 for Union 
and Confederate forces. Robert P. Warren, The Legacy of the Civil War: Mediations on the Centennial. 
(New York, 1961), pp. 3-4; James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The American Civil War. (New 
York, 1990), p. 854; John Huddleston, Killing Ground: Photographs of the Civil War and the Changing 
American Landscape. (Baltimore, 2002), p. 3; Shelby Foote, The Civil War A Narrative: Red River to 
Appomattox. (New York, 1986), pp. 1040-1041.
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Like the ‘New Deal,’ the Freedmen’s Bureau was instituted to combat an 

economic crisis. Claudia Goldin and Frank Lewis have estimated that all told the 

“direct cost” of the Civil War amounted to almost $7 billion. The standard of 

living for most Americans dramatically declined as a result of the war, and 

incomes were reduced “to less than half their potential for at least a decade and a 

half.” The federal government had required unprecedented revenues to finance 

the war thus taxes and tariffs were raised substantially. Taxes at this time were 

placed on alcohol and tobacco. In 1860 the federal revenue stood at $56 million, 

by 1865 this had risen to $334 million. The money raised through taxation could 

not, however, keep pace with government spending. By the war’s end 

government expenditure stood at $1,293 billion: under “one-fifth of wartime 

expenditure was tax financed.” The national debt spiralled with wartime 

spending. In 1865 interest payments on the debt stood at three times “total 

government expenditure in 1860.” In the years after the war this debt would 

increase as the government owed money to citizens in veterans’ pensions. The 

war had financially crippled the country.4

Much of the defeated South lay ruined at the end of fighting. Union forces 

had ravaged the countryside, at times employing scorched earth policy to disrupt 

the Confederate war effort. The Union Army under the command of General 

Philip Sheridan destroyed agriculture in the Shenandoah Valley. Ulysses Grant 

had ordered that “nothing should be left to invite the enemy to return, take all 

provisions, forage, and stock wanted for the use of your command. Such as 

cannot be consumed, destroy.” After defeating Confederate forces in the field 

Sheridan’s men burnt bams, destroyed crops and slaughtered livestock. One 

month after receiving Grant’s orders Sheridan reported that his forces “destroyed 

over 2000 bams filled with wheat, hay and farming implements, and over 700 

mills, filled with flour.” He boasted “the people [of the Shenandoah Valley] are

4 The cost estimates are contemporary figures. Goldin and Lewis’ figure includes the loss of 
economic output from death in the war. Claudia D. Goldin and Frank D. Lewis, “The Economic 
Costs of the American Civil War: Estimates and Implications.” The Journal of Economic History 35, 
no. 2 (June, 1975), p. 322; Wilbur R. Miller, Revenuers & Moonshiners: Enforcing Federal Liquor Law 
in the Mountain South, 1865-1900. (Chapel Hill, 1991), p. 6; Robert C. Puth, American Economic 
History Third Edition. (New York, 1993), pp. 289, 295.
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getting sick of the war.” General William T. Sherman’s march through Georgia 

and the Carolinas was equally ruinous. His troops lived off the land and the 

possessions that they took from civilians. Organized foraging was an integral part 

of Sherman’s March, which “saw a land ravaged.” The defeated Confederacy 

emerged from war in ruin. If the South was to regain the prewar levels of 

production amidst the destruction, centralized reorganization was required. The 

Freedmen’s Bureau was thus part of Washington’s overall strategy aimed at re

footing of the economy after the war. During Reconstruction the federal 

government had initiated other measures such as the establishment of the 

Weather Bureau to aid agricultural production. Washington wanted the economy 

to return to prewar levels and instituted central planning to achieve this.'1

The Freedmen’s Bureau was established in the War Department in March 

1865, and bedded down across the defeated Confederacy that spring-summer.

The agency was created as a temporary body and Maine-born General Oliver 

Otis Howard was installed as Commissioner in May 1865. Howard was adamant 

that regulation of labor was the first business of the Bureau. After the tumult of 

four years fighting and the ruination of land the Freedmen’s Bureau was at the 

forefront of reorganizing the southern economy. Howard maintained that the 

agency “encouraged industry.” The Commissioner’s fixation with “industry” 

ensured that the Freedmen’s Bureau was conservative in its labor policy. 

Ultimately the Bureau under the direction of Howard helped push the 

freedpeople back on to the plantations where they had labored as slaves.3 * * 6

3 A contemporary biographer of Sheridan claimed that “the destruction of the grain and forage 
was even a more terrible blow to the rebel cause than the losses in the battles.” Julian K. Larke, 
The Life of Gen. P.H. Sheridan the Hero of the Shenandoah. (New York, 1864), p. 99; Grant cited in
Gary W. Gallagher, “Introduction.” Gary W. Gallagher, The Shenandoah Valley Campaign of1864. 
(Chapel Hill, 2006), p. xiii; Sheridan cited in Andre M. Fleche, “Uncivilized War: The
Shenandoah Valley Campaign, the Northern Democratic Press, and the Election of 1864.” Gary 
W. Gallagher, The Shenandoah Valley Campaign of1864. (Chapel Hill, 2006), p. 206; John F. 
Marszalek, Sherman: A Soldier’s Passion for Order. (New York, 2007), p. 301, 305; Erik D. Craft, 
“Private Weather Organizations and the Founding of the United States Weather Bureau.” The 
Journal of Economic History 59, no. 4 (Dec., 1999), pp. 1063-71.
6 Oliver O. Howard, Autobiography of Oliver Otis Howard: Major General in the United States Army II. 
(New York, 1907), p. 423.
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Paul Cimbala argues that the Bureau did not intend the former slaves to 

return to their position during servitude. In his study of the body in Georgia 
Under the Guardianship of the Nation: The Freedmen’s Bureau and the Reconstruction of 

Georgia, 1865-1870 {1991), Cimbala contends

“The flawed consequences of the Bureau’s efforts to help guarantee a truly 

free status, however, did not flow from the agency’s intentions. A 

subservient black population was not what the Bureau had expected to 

leave behind in Georgia. Rather, it was what white Georgians preferred 

and worked to establish. Reconstruction for white Georgians meant a 

Reconstruction defined not by Yankees or freedpeople but by whites who 

claimed to know what was best for their state, an attitude that goes far in 

explaining why the Freedmen’s Bureau failed to accomplish much in a 

lasting way for Georgia’s ex-slaves.”7

Undoubtedly Cimbala is correct to stress the influence of white Georgians 

in determining the state’s course for Reconstruction. However this thesis argues 

that the Freedmen’s Bureau was also complicit in rendering a servile and 

subservient African-American population. The ‘imperative’ of re-footing the 

southern economy drove the Bureau’s conservative labor policy and dictated how 

the agency interacted with the freedpeople. The Freedmen’s Bureau, under the 

direction of General Howard, pushed the ex-slaves back onto the plantations to 

restart the South’s economy and in doing so aided white southerners who sought 

a servile and docile labor force. The Freedmen’s Bureau was a much more 

conservative agency than the historiography indicates. Through an examination 

of the body’s activity in North Carolina and Washington’s influence on 

Reconstruction this thesis demonstrates the inherent conservatism of federally 

directed efforts through the Freedmen’s Bureau. The Bureau was of crucial 

importance to the success of a thorough Reconstruction. A successful 

Reconstruction would have reordered the southern states. Without slavery 

dictating the social norms, the federal government had the opportunity to achieve 

a more equitable society without racial or political discrimination. The failures of

7 Paul A. Cimbala, Under the Guardianship of the Nation: The Freedmen’s Bureau and the Reconstruction 
of Georgia, 1865-1870. (Athens, 1997), p. xviii.
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the body thus impacted from the postwar outset and helped set the tone for what 

ultimately proved a failure to overhaul the social relations of the South.

North Carolinian contemporary of the Freedmen’s Bureau, Daniel Reeves 

Goodloe was in no doubt as to the importance of the agency in the job of 

Reconstruction. Goodloe was an abolitionist pamphleteer who hailed from 

Louisburg. Before the Civil War Goodloe had fled the state on account of his 

anti-slavery views. He returned when President Andrew Johnson appointed him 

U.S. Marshall for North Carolina. In the postwar years Goodloe was involved in 

the Republican Party, before turning to life as a writer. One of the book projects 

he began, but did not see through completion was a history of the United States. 

Due to costs Goodloe was unable to print his book and short on money he sold 

his writings to Democratic Congressman Samuel Sullivan Cox. Cox published 

much of the writing without any credit going the way of the author. The 

manuscript of Goodloe’s history, however, remains intact at the Southern 

Historical Collection in Chapel Hill. In it the abolitionist declared “This 

compendium of events in the history of the United States would be incomplete if 

a brief history of Reconstruction, in all its odious phases were omitted.” 

Goodloe’s contention of Reconstruction’s centrality to American history was 

mirrored by his assertion that any study of Reconstruction “would be incomplete 

which failed to present the leading features of the Freedmen’s Bureau, and of its 

operations.” Goodloe rightly contended that the success of the agency was of 

crucial significance to the overall success of Reconstruction. The Bureau set the 

tone for postwar federal intervention. Through the vehicle of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau federal policy came south and Washington intersected with Dixie’s 

population. The Bureau represented Reconstruction in the minds of southerners.8

The centrality of the Freedmen’s Bureau to the prospects of 

Reconstruction’s success ensured that the body has occupied a central position in 

scholarship on the era. For much of the twentieth century a one-dimensional

8 William C. Harris, William Woods Holden: Firebrand of North Carolina Politics. (Baton Rouge,
1987), p. 220; Horace W. Raper, William W. Holden: North Carolina’s Political Enigma. (Chapel Hill, 
1985), pp. 286-87; John S. Bassett, Anti-Slavery Leaders of North Carolina. (Baltimore, 1898), p. 55; 
“Volume 4 History of Reconstruction.” and “Volume 5 History of Reconstruction.” cited in 
Daniel Reaves Goodloe Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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interpretation dominated the field. Embodied as the Dunning School, it produced 

a history sympathetic to the Southern states. William Archibald Dunning defined 

the field with his trenchant and fundamental criticisms of the Republican project. 

Dunning and his academic acolytes decried the attempt to tamper with an innate 

“fact of racial inequality” as misguided. Furthermore they defended southern 

white hostility to Reconstruction governance and heaped particular criticism 

upon northern carpetbaggers and southern scalawags. This racist historiography 

condemned the hoisting of ‘black supremacy’ upon the South and lamented the 

ignorance of the enfranchised freedmen. The Dunning School’s empathy with the 

position of southern whites reflected the realities of pre-civil rights era America; a 

society that disenfranchised and segregated on the basis of color.1'

The Dunnigite characterization of the Freedmen’s Bureau was extremely 

negative. As an integral part of the Republican project of Reconstruction, the 

Bureau was vilified and labelled corrupt. Dunning himself dubbed the agency a 

“dispenser of charity,” and criticised the body’s powers as being of the “vaguest 

character imaginable.” Specifically the Bureau’s undertakings with the 

freedpeople drew the wrath of the racist historiography. The Dunning School 

claimed that Bureau ‘abuses of power’ helped swell the ranks of Radical 

Republicans with “hosts of newly enfranchised freedmen.” To this day the only 

full account of the Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina remains a Dunnigite 

history. ‘The Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina’ (1909) was published by 

Joseph Gregoire de Roulhac Hamilton, a student of William Dunning at 

Columbia. Hamilton’s work was criticized for frequent use of oral tradition as 

authoritative, relying on Conservative newspapers and having “a warm sympathy 

with the struggle for redemption.” The conservative historian maintained that “by 

judicious manipulation” the Freedmen’s Bureau became “the most active radical 

political agency in the South.” The body was characterized by “inefficiency, 

ignorance, and intense prejudice.” Hamilton asserted that this was evident in the 

agency’s provision of relief to the destitute. Bureau agents were culpable in 

Hamilton’s estimation of encouraging idleness among the former slaves, thus

9 Eric Foner, “Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction.” Eric Foner ed., The New American 
History: Revised and Expanded Edition. (Philadelphia, 1997), p. 96; William A. Dunning, “The 
Undoing of Reconstruction. ” William A. Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction.
(New York, 1965), p. 384.
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proving “a serious hindrance to an early settlement of the labor problem.” 

Hamilton like much of the white population of the South was enraged by the very 

presence of the Freedmen’s Bureau during Reconstruction. He concluded that 

when the Bureau ended operations “it had become utterly hateful to the great 

majority of the white people of the State who witnessed its demise without regret 

and with no respect for the departed.”10

In the one hundred years since Hamilton’s racist assertions appeared in 

the South Atlantic Quarterly, Reconstruction historiography has changed 

considerably. By the mid-1950s the Dunnigite authority in the field was 

loosening. The rebuttal of this overarching interpretation was, however, a slow 

process as the conservative framework that defined the school was hard to 

dislodge. The first major assessment of the agency post Dunning, George 

Bentley’s, A History of the Freedmen’s Bureau (1955), maintained one of the great 

mistakes of the Bureau was pushing “the Negro into politics in the first years of 

his freedom.” Bentley considered that this “fed the flame of race hostility,” and 

accounted for the shortcomings of the body. He stressed that although the Bureau 

temporarily protected African-Americans, established schools and enforced civil 

rights, the methods it employed ultimately, backfired on the freedpeople. A 

History of the Freedmen’s Bureau worked from the assumption that changes the 

Freedmen’s Bureau tried to effect were much too radical for the South. In a 

similar fashion Otis Singletary’s Negro Militia and Reconstruction (1957) contended 

that whilst the Bureau unquestionably rendered genuine service to the former 

slaves this came at a cost. Advancement of reform invoked hostility from 

southern conservatives, and exacerbated already strained tensions leading to 

much of the period’s violence.11

10 William A. Dunning, “The Constitution of the United States in Civil War.” William A. 
Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction. (New York, 1965), pp. 73-74, 87-88; William 
A. Dunning, “The Process of Reconstruction." William A. Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and 
Reconstruction. (New York, 1965), pp. 200-01; Wm. K. Boyd, “Review of J.G. De Roulhac 
Hamilton Reconstruction in North Carolina.” The American Historical Review 20, no. 4 (July, 
1915), pp. 869-871; Joseph G. De Roulhac Hamilton, “The Freedmen’s Bureau in North 
Carolina.” Reprint from the South Atlantic Quarterly, January and April, 1909. (Cornell University, 
1909), pp. 3, 8.
11 George R. Bentley, A History of the Freedmen’s Bureau. (New York, 1970), p. 214; Otis A. 
Singletary, Negro Militia and Reconstruction. (Austin, 1957), pp. 10-11.
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In 1950s America a civil rights movement was beginning to challenge the 

basis of society, and with this came a thorough questioning and interrogation of a 

whole host of scholarship. In this climate the historiographical interpretations of 

Reconstruction were turned on their head. Indicative of this sea change the field 

was opened to a serious and more balanced consideration of black experience. 

Until this time African-American scholarship was restricted to cursory appraisals 

of race relations, therefore serious rigor was required to gain a fuller 

understanding of the period. Inspired by a new wave of slavery studies, and in 

particular by Stanley Elkins’ focus on slave mentality, historiography across the 

board was redefined.12

The scholarship of Willie Lee Rose and Joel Williamson pioneered the 

new direction for Reconstruction scholarship by examining black life and 

thought. In Rehearsal for Reconstruction: The Port Royal Experiment (1964) Rose 

considered the labors of freedpeople on the plantations of Port Royal during the 

war, and their endeavours to attain favourable conditions. Williamson’s After 

Slavery (1965) viewed the attempts of South Carolinian blacks to define their 

newly acquired freedom. Reacting against the hostility and racist sentiment of the 

Dunning School, Williamson asserted that for the ‘Negro’ this was a period of 

“tremendous success.” This echoed much of the contemporary literature that 

drew parallels between the Civil Rights movement of the day and the efforts of 

Reconstruction governments to deliver a more equitable society.13

In Williamson’s positive portrayal of Reconstruction he asserted the 

gratitude of African-Americans for the Bureau’s continuation and elaboration of

12 Prior to the 1950s the field remained remarkably consensual in its attachment to the Dunningite 
perspective and was unreceptive to criticisms veering off the ‘party line.’ Famously Black 
Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880 (1935), a seminal contribution to the field penned by African 
American scholar W.E.B. Du Bois, was not even afforded cursory assessment in the pages of the 
prestigious American Historical Review. Today no serious assessment of the period could so 
flippantly dismiss his work. Du Bois contended “the emancipation of man, is the emancipation of 
labor,” placing race and labor at the heart Reconstruction. This foreshadowed the main 
historiographical trends that would follow the collapse of the Dunning School’s pre-eminence. Du 
Bois, W.E.B., Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880 (New York, 1935), p. 16. Thomas C. Elolt, 
“African-American History.” Eric Foner ed., The New American History: Revised and Expanded 
Edition. (Philadelphia, 1997), pp. 315-316.
13 For other examples positive historiograhical accounts of Reconstruction see John H. Franklin, 
Reconstruction After the Civil War. (Chicago, 1961) and Kenneth Stampp, The Era of Reconstruction: 
1865-1877. (New York, 1965).
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wartime relief during Reconstruction. He portrayed the agency in a favourable 

light, giving specific mention to its successes in improving South Carolina’s 

education and public health care. Williamson considered the success of Bureau 

schools especially important in influencing black constituents as Republican 

voters. After Slavery was representative of a historiographical backlash against the 

charges of the Dunning School. Previous racist histories claimed the Bureau 

achieved the support of ex-slaves through ‘abuses of power’, revisionism instead 

pushed the argument that provision of much needed social welfare sealed their 

support. Martin Abbott’s The Freedmen’s Bureau in South Carolina, 1865-1872 (1967) 

directly challenged these particular criticisms aimed at the Bureau. Abbott 

considered a list of one hundred and seventy-five officials and could only find 

thirty who were engaged in “politically partisan conduct.” Howard White’s The 

Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiana (1970) similarly agreed that corrupt agents were the 

exception rather than the rule.14

Fellow revisionist Willie Lee Rose pointed to the potential of the Bureau. 

She maintained the war’s conclusion allowed such a body to ask fundamental 

questions about how the union and freedom should be advanced. However 

Roses’ assessment of the Bureau was far from fulsome. She cited many mistakes 

during the Port Royal ‘rehearsal for Reconstruction’, and criticised the Bureau for 

not learning from them. Rose acknowledged the Bureau’s grand expectations of 

meeting the acute needs of both races but characterized it as a disappointment. 

Singled out for criticism was the Bureau’s selection of military personnel to fill 

official positions, and its greater interest in securing order rather than achieving 

fair conditions for the labors of the former slaves.15

By the end of the 1960s Reconstruction historiography revisionists had 

dismantled ‘Dunningite’ theory. Eric Foner described this shift as the most 

complete re-evaluation of any American historical period. Conclusions that 

Reconstruction was a ‘tremendous success’ were, however, queried not long after

14 Though 30 of 175 officials equates to 20%, this is a far cry from the radical agency that 
Dunningite historians claimed the Bureau was. Joel Williamson, After Slavery: The Negro in South 
Carolina during Reconstruction, 1861-1877. (Hanover, 1965), pp. 65-67, 212, 320, 365; Martin 
Abbott, The Freedmen’s Bureau in South Carolina, 1865-1872. (Chapel Hill, 1967), pp. 35, 133.
15 Willie L. Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction: The Port Royal Experiment. (New York, 1964). pp. 
374-76.
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they were asserted. Much of the work in the field began questioning whether 

Reconstruction actually brought major change, and the conservatism of the era 

was instead emphasised. In Reconstructing the Union: Theory and Policy during the 

Civil War (1967) Herman Belz argued that at the conclusion of the Civil War the 

Republican Party adopted a conservative stance, which helped shape 

Reconstruction.1'1

As the historiography increasingly stressed the conservatism of 

Reconstruction scholars began placing increased emphasis on the failings of the 

Bureau. Allen W. Trelease maintained, “Negroes...[were] continually subjected 

to exploitation, discrimination, and outright violence.” He claimed the Bureau 

was ‘indispensible’ in combating this, and provided African-Americans with 

protection from the “most blatant exploitation and mistreatment.” However the 

lack of Congressional support coupled with inadequate funding and personnel 

ensured the Bureau was in existence for only a short length of time and this 

condemned southern blacks to their “nadir;” for Trelease asserted state 

governments were wholly incapable of regulating race relations.17

In Yankee Stepfather: General 0.0. Howard and the Freedmen (1968) William 

S. McFeely offered up a highly critical judgement of General O.O. Howard as 

Bureau Commissioner. Revisionist scholarship placed General Howard as 

fighting a losing battle against the uncompromising figure of Andrew Johnson. 

However McFeely stressed the Bureau’s unsuccessful undertakings on behalf of 

the freedpeople. Commenting on Howard, McFeely wrote that he “did not meet 

the responsibility to the freedmen that was his as Commissioner.” Faced with 

battling the corner of the freed slaves or hiding behind a facade of reconciliation 

between former masters and their laborers, Howard chose the latter. He failed to 

comprehend the importance of land redistribution and appeased President 

Johnson before consideration of the ex-slaves. Ultimately, in McFeely’s

16 Eric Foner, “Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction,” p. 96; Herman Belz, Reconstructing the 
Union: Theory and Policy during the Civil War. (Ithaca, 1967), p. 311.
17 Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Ku KluxKlan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction. (Baton 
Rouge, 1999), pp. xxiii-xxiv, xxxii; for the nadir of Black experience see Rayford W. Logan, The 
Betrayal of the Negro: From Rutherford B. Hayes to Woodrow Wilson. (New York, 1997), pp. 79-96.
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assessment, much of the work that Howard undertook with the agency 

“preclude[d] rather than promote[d] Negro freedom.”18

The historiography of the late 1960s and early 1970s had emphasized the 

failures of Reconstruction. However such analysis failed to convey the seismic 

transformations instituted in the postwar period. Antebellum society was no more 

and masters were now ‘without slaves.’ James Roark argued that the Civil War 

brought revolution to the lives of planters and stripped them of their ‘peculiar 

institution.’ Roark noted that the Bureau’s potential to radically overhaul 

southern society sent a chill down the spine of former masters. Planters were thus 

deeply suspicious of Freedmen’s Bureau officials and endeavored to minimize the 

authority of the agency. Roark explained that former masters were especially 

resentful of the Bureau’s introduction of the contract system. Nevertheless 

without a strong enough presence in the South and a misplaced faith in ‘free- 

labor’ the Bureau was unable to deliver on its undoubted potential.19

Leon Litwack echoed this negative interpretation of the Bureau’s handling 

of labor relations. Litwack’s Been in the Storm So Long: the Aftermath of Slavery 

(1979) argued that the Bureau helped those who had previously owned slaves 

regain their dominant control over the black work force. Bureau officials were 

cited for conspiring with planters, and visiting plantations at the invitation of 

“grateful proprietors.” According to Litwack relatively few Bureau officials 

worried about their remit to protect newly freed slaves. Instead agents looked 

upon their positions as sinecures, giving cursory thought to the importance of 

their responsibilities. Litwack asserted that the Bureau would not afford the 

protection that the freedpeople needed in the aftermath of emancipation. Even in 

cases where Bureau officials acted on behalf of the former slaves the presence of a 

military sympathetic to native whites could thwart good intentions. No matter

18 William S. McFeely, Yankee Stepfather: General O. O. Howard and Freedmen. (New York, 1968),
pp. 1-10.
19 James L. Roark, Masters without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War & Reconstruction. (New 
York, 1977), pp. 137-40, 186, 195-97.
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how a Bureau official interpreted his remit, Litwack maintained they faced a 

formidable task.211

Two decades after Joel Williamson published After Slavery he followed up 

with another major contribution to the field The Crucible of Race: Black White 

Relations in the American South since Emancipation (1984). Williamson still extolled 

the importance of the Bureau’s work, however, he was less forthright in praising 

the agency. He maintained that the body was not in operation long enough to 

achieve lasting results. Though the organization’s educational infrastructure 

penetrated nearly every community in the South, and was increasingly effective, 

it was curtailed drastically. “Lamentably” Williamson concluded this was a 

crippling blow for black integration into the American mainstream. Williamson 

was not alone amongst scholars in stressing the significance of the Bureau’s 

educational remit. Litwack similarly praised the agency’s endeavours in providing 

materials, encouragement and supervision in this area. According to Litwack, 

learning was a stabilising influence for the freedmen. Eric Foner also agreed that 

“probably” the agency’s greatest success in the postwar South came in the field of 

education.21

Toner’s assessment of the Bureau was delivered in Reconstruction: America’s 

Unfinished Revolution, /&53-/577(1988). Until the publication of Reconstruction 

there remained a disjointed overview of the era within the revisionist 

historiography. In the book’s preface Foner maintained that for all the 

“remarkable burst of creativity that discredited the Dunning School 

interpretation” a coherent and all encompassing account had not yet taken its 

place. Undertaking a synthesis of the revisionist historiography Foner sought to 

incorporate the new trends of the field within a broad interpretative framework. 

Acknowledging the once maligned W.E.B. Du Bois for anticipating modem 

scholarship, Foner placed struggles over race, labor, and politics at the heart of 

Reconstruction. Though Foner made no “startling interpretative departures” with

20 Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: the Aftermath of Slavery. (London, 1979), pp. 233, 
281, 304, 318, 380, 382, 385, 402-03, 419 423-24.
21 Joel Williamson, The Crucible of Race: Black-White Relations in the American South Since 
Emancipation. (New York, 1984), pp. 48, 51; Litwack, Been in the Storm, p. 477; Eric Foner, 
Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877. (New York, 1988), p. 144.
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his Reconstruction the “clarity, power, insight, and breadth of vision” encapsulated 

within his work stands alone; so much so that no scholarship within the field can 

afford to neglect it.22

Foner was critical of the temporary nature of the Freedmen’s Bureau. He 

claimed the assumption of the body’s impermanence severely limited both its 

scope and effectiveness. Echoing the charges of Du Bois half a century 

beforehand, Foner suggested that agents were faced with crises and circumstances 

unequal to their inadequate resources. The former slaves were in no doubt of the 

Bureau’s potential and grasped its promise. Foner maintained they seized upon 

the agency to “bolster their own quest for self-improvement and autonomy.”

Their expectations that the Bureau would represent the best hope for impartial 

justice in the postwar South were, however, thwarted. For Foner argued that 

coercing black labor was deemed a worthier cause than instructing planters in the 

principles of free labor by most of the body’s officials. Commenting further on 

those who staffed the Bureau, Foner complained they never comprehended the 

depths of post-war Southern racial antagonism and class conflict. Indeed he 

contended this inability to understand such matters was “perhaps the greatest 

failing of the Freedmen’s Bureau.”23

In placing race, class and politics at the heart of the era’s historiography, 

Foner defined the landscape of the field in the years after the publication of 

Reconstruction. In the state studies that followed labor historians were at the 

forefront of taking his endeavors further. Their accounts of Reconstruction in 

different states have garnered a clearer picture of the process across the South. 

Though regional variations differ dramatically, our understanding of the period is 

further illuminated.

Studies like Michael Fitzgerald’s exploration of the much-neglected Union 

Leagues in the Deep South highlighted the striking disparity in Alabama and 

Mississippi’s experience of Reconstruction. Contemplating the Bureau’s role in 

these states, Fitzgerald demonstrated that a sympathetic state agency could

22 Foner, Reconstruction, pp. xxi xxiv-xxvi; Leon F. Litwack, “Review of Eric Foner 
Reconstruction.” The Journal of Southern History 56, no. 1 (Feb, 1990), p. 132.
23 Ibid., pp. 143-44, 148, 150, 157, 167, 170.
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greatly benefit the ffeedpeople’s encounter with Reconstruction. In Alabama 

Fitzgerald considered the Bureau partisan toward the Union Leagues and the 

Republican project in the South. The experience in Mississippi stood in stark 

contrast. Indeed many freedmen of the state considered that the Bureau “might as 

well be in the Mississippi River.” Fitzgerald’s specific study of Reconstruction in 

Mobile, Alabama, Urban Emancipation: Popular Politics in Reconstruction Mobile, 

1860-1890(2002), commented that if Bureau officials often pursued conservative 

social objectives elsewhere, the defence of ffeedpeople’s interests seemed more 

evident in Mobile. Here Bureau officers were among the most useful of outside 

allies for the African-American community, and with a “combative attitude” 

exhibited by many officials they openly confronted civil authorities who shirked 

the undertakings of Reconstruction. Bureau officials provided practical support 

for African-American communities, financing soup kitchens, even going as far as 

aiding ffeedpeople’s newspapers.24

Similarly Barry Crouch’s The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Texans (1992) 

commended the Bureau for performing “rather well” in this state case study. He 

argued that “indeed black Texans would have been much worse off without its 

presence.” Paul Cimbala’s Under the Guardianship of the Nation: The Freedmen’s 

Bureau and the Reconstruction of Georgia, 1866-1870 (1997) also looked favourably on 

much of the work undertaken by agents in the state. Instead of citing officials for 

acting on the behalf of planters Cimbala argues that they tried to mediate as fairly 

as they could between planter and freedpeople. Cimbala even went as far as to 

commend the Bureau’s guardianship of the freedpeople and he claimed this 

enabled a rise in African-American land purchase.25

In From Slavery to Uncertain Freedom: The Freedmen’s Bureau in Arkansas, 

1865-1869 (1996) Randy Finley was, in contrast, highly critical of the Bureau’s 

dealings with former slaves in Arkansas. He denounced the agency’s 

shortcomings and highlighted the limitations of the agency’s policies and officials.

24 Michael Fitzgerald, The Union League Movement in the Deep South: Politics and Agricultural Change 
during Reconstruction. (Baton Rouge, 1989), pp. 42, 49, 19, 50; Michael Fitzgerald, Urban 
Emancipation: Popular Politics in Reconstruction Mobile, 1860-1890. (Baton Rouge,2002), pp. 37, 46, 
62, 106.
25 Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, pp. xiii-xx.
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Julie Saville found fault in South Carolina. She argued that its policy toward 

those recently emancipated bolstered landowners’ ultimately successful bid to 

sever legal possession of the crop from laborers’ entitlements. She argued the 

Bureau implicitly rejected the rights of laborers to any interest in the crop apart 

from wages. Decrying the Bureau’s handling of land disputes Saville pointed to 

uneven assessments of such issues amongst different agents.2'’

Recruiting local civilians into the ranks of the Bureau wa s a major 

problem that Susan O’Donovan highlighted in her study of emancipation in 

southwest Georgia, Becoming Free in the Cotton South (2007). Pointing to the 

employment of those who generally sided with the planters rather than the ex

slaves, O’Donovan explicitly condemned the Bureau for exploitation of labor, 

and hounding blacks with no visible means of employment. In Georgia as 

elsewhere, those recently emancipated descended en masse to the Bureau seeking 

assistance. However, she points out much was dependent upon the diligence and 

enthusiasm of Bureau officials for enforcing federal policy. As a comparison 

O’Donovan specifically drew attention to Clinton B. Fisk the Bureau’s assistant 

commissioner for Tennessee, Kentucky and parts of Northern Alabama for his 

fervour in tackling the Bureau’s workload.2'

Leslie Schwalm’s gendered consideration of Reconstruction, A Hard Fight 

for We (1997) was disparaging of the agency’s efforts in South Carolina. Although 

complimenting its important role in defending freedwomen’s “most basic rights” 

to live free of violence, Schwalm pointed out that the Bureau was slow to 

establish its presence in the state. A lack of personnel, a lack of cooperation with 

the military and unwillingness on the part of Bureau officials to exact fair 

contracts for the freedpeople all ensured that it failed the freedwomen of South 

Carolina. Over the last twenty years gender-centric studies like Schwalm’s have 

become much more prominent in Reconstruction historiography. Mary Famer- 

Kaiser’s Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau (2010) is indicative of this trend.

26 Randy Finley, From Slavery to Uncertain Freedom: The Freedmen’s Bureau in Arkansas, 1865-1869. 
(Fayetteville, 1996), pp. xiv-xvii; Julie Saville, The Work of Reconstruction: From Slave to Wage 
Laborer in South Carolina, 1860-1870. (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 25, 120, 124.
27 Susan E. O’Donovan, Becoming Free in the Cotton South. (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 167, 168-69, 
179, 220-21, 267.
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Kaiser-Farmer was unimpressed by the agency’s interaction with the former 

slaves and contended that freedwomen’s “hope in the bureau was misplaced.” 

Female former slaves believed that the federal agency was a “protector, guardian, 

and ally,” however, the Freedmen’s Bureau “could not [and] would not - secure 

and sustain the bountiful promises of emancipation.” Kaiser-Farmer was highly 

critical of the Bureau’s performance and maintained that the Bureau failed the 

faith that ffeedwomen had in it.28

The post-Foner historiography has gone a significant way to demonstrate 

the disparity of Bureau influence across the South. Although vast research has 

illuminated the varying regional experience, there are few complete syntheses of 

the Bureau in existence. George R. Bentley’s A History of the Freedmen’s Bureau 

(1955) remained for years the only complete history of the agency. Paul Cimbala 

and Randall Miller’s edited collection, The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: 

Reconsiderations (1999), brought a much-needed coherency to the new work on the 

agency. One of “the great strengths” of the collection was that it emphasised 

“regional variation[s]” present in research of the agency. In the collection the 

positives of what the Freedmen’s Bureau did achieve are stressed. Co editor Paul 

Cimbala’s The Freedmen’s Bureau: Reconstructing the American South after the Civil 

War (2005) echoes this positive appraisal of its undertakings. He argued that “the 

Bureau had done its best to secure the promise made by emancipation,” and had 

“made it clear the ffeedpeople would never again be slaves.”29

In light of the apparent disparity between the Bureau’s operations in 

different parts of the South, it must be said North Carolina is a state that has 

suffered considerable academic neglect. This thesis aims to redress that oversight, 

and through a study of the agency’s operations in the state help to bring a fuller 

understanding of the Bureau’s role throughout the former Confederacy. Although 

no full account of the Bureau in North Carolina has appeared in the one hundred

28 Leslie A. Schwalm, A Hard Fightfor We: Women’s Transition from Slavery to Freedom in South 
Carolina. (Urbana, 1997), pp. 148, ISl-WTfAdxy Yaxmex-Y^diiser, Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s 
Bureau: Race, Gender, and the Public Policy in the Age of Emancipation. (New York, 2010), p. 171.
29 Louis S. Gerteis, “Review of Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller eds., The Freedmen’s 
Bureau: Reconsiderations.” The American Historical Review 107, no. 1, (Feb., 2002), p. 203; 
Cimbala, Paul A., The Freedmen’s Bureau: Reconstructing the American South after the Civil War. 
(Malabar, 2005). p. 196.
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years since De Roulhac Hamilton’s account, the agency has nonetheless received 

assessment as part of wider research in the state.

One study that gave consideration to the operation of the Bureau in the 

state was Roberta Alexander’s North Carolina Faces the Freedmen: Race relations 

during presidential Reconstruction, 1865-67 (1985). Alexander highlighted a whole 

host of problems that afflicted the agency. She gave particular mention to 

understaffing, a high turnover of personnel and significant numbers of state 

citizens appointed as Bureau officials. Though pointing to the weaknesses of the 

Bureau in the state Alexander contended that it performed “adequate” work. 

Conscious of the potential for such an organisation to cause significant 

disharmony amongst the population; North Carolina faces the Freedmen portrayed 

this as simply a black and white story. White opinion was considered generally 

hostile, complaining that the Bureau encouraged laziness and thievery amongst 

ex-slaves and that it acted unfairly in labor disputes. In sharp contrast to the white 

assessment of the Bureau African-Americans were noted for praising its 

undertakings. Assessing the Bureau in the midst of such conflicting opinion 

Alexander considered it to have performed quite well as an intermediary 

describing its handling of labor disputes as “fairly evenhanded,” whilst also 

drawing attention to its proactive role in attending sessions of County courts and 

halting discriminating practices of corporal punishment. Alexander even drew 

attention to the Bureau’s charging police officers with robberies and beatings. 

Throughout North Carolina Faces the Freedmen there is no indication of any white 

support for the Bureau.30

In Making Freedom Pay: North Carolina Freedpeople Working for Themselves, 

1865-1900 (2000) Sharon Ann Holt surveyed the endeavours of freedpeople to 

better themselves and their community. She argued that less conspicuous home 

production rather than tenant farming was decisive in accumulating wealth and 

achieving betterment. Officials of the Bureau were commended for their 

commitment to free labor ideals and objections to the designs of employers.

30 Roberta S. Alexander, North Carolina Faces the Freedmen: Race relations during, presidential 
Reconstruction, 1865-67. (Durham, 1985), pp. 5-8, 41, 126, 98, 99-101, 80-1, 122-23 127-28, 131, 
132, 145-46, 153, 158.
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Furthermore Holt maintained the officials generally sustained ffeedpeople against 

violence and strategy aimed at controlling freedwomen and children’s labor.31

Though both Alexander and Holt commended the agency for its 

interaction with the ffeedpeople Patricia Click in Time Full of Trial: The Roanoke 

Island Freedmen’s Colony 1862-1867 (2001) was highly critical of its dealings with 

the former slaves on Roanoke Island, North Carolina. Click argued that Andrew 

Johnson’s handling of Reconstruction, most notably his rapid restoration of lands 

to former slave owners, helped seal the fate of this wartime contraband slave 

camp. The hard work that had poured into the establishment of a viable colony 

during the war was, according to Click, soon relinquished. Bureau officials, in 

agreement with Johnson, favoured a policy of land restoration, feeling colonists 

would be best served by a return to the mainland. Click maintained that the 

agency failed the ffeedpeople. Although unfavourable in assessment of the 

Bureau’s execution of its remit, Click’s study stresses the unity and agreement 

amongst leading North Carolina officials on goals and strategy. Furthermore, she 

contends, all of the leading figures in the North Carolina Bureau considered the 

agency a temporary measure and believed that the ffeedpeople needed to attain 

self-sufficiency early on in their freedom. Reliance on ‘government hand-outs’ 

was not an option.32

The Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina has also received attention in 

article format. Both Reggie L. Pearson and Michael Goldhaber were extremely 

critical of the Bureau’s efforts in the Old North State. Pearson’s study of the 

Bureau Health-Care in North Carolina concluded that at the end of provision in 

1868 “the situation for blacks... was similar to what was before the medical 

division was established... during the summer of 1865.” Michael Goldhaber 

study of the Freedmen’s Bureau’s educational outreach in the Tar Heel State, “A 

Mission Unfilled” argued that Washington “was unwilling to sustain” the needed 

commitment. Goldhaber commented that as “the memory of war faded from the

31 Sharon A Holt, Making Freedom Pay: North Carolina Freedpeople Working For Themselves 1865-1900. 
(Athens, 2000), pp. 12, 103, 113-115.
32 Patricia C. Click, Time Full of Trial: The Roanoke Island Freedmen’s Colony 1862-1867. (Chapel Hill, 
2001), pp. 16, 135, 145-46, 159-61, 176.
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national consciousness” the national government lost interest in the former 

slaves.33

Steve Nash was much more positive about the Bureau’s role in North 

Carolina. Nash considered the Freedmen’s Bureau’s role in facilitating 

cooperation between black and white Republicans. He claimed in the west of the 

state, that the mobilization of both races effectively countered conservative forces 

during Reconstruction. The legacy of the Bureau “could be counted in every 

Republican ballot cast in Buncombe County during the remainder of the 

nineteenth century.”34

The Bureau-centric studies of Pearson, Goldhaber and Nash concentrate 

on specific aspects of the Freedmen’s Bureau’s performance within the state: 

namely educational provision, medical care and political organization. The other 

work on the agency in North Carolina is peripheral to larger studies within which 

they fall. This thesis centers analysis of the Freedmen’s Bureau on the issue that 

Commissioner Oliver O. Howard considered the primary role of the body, labor 

regulation. When slavery ended the labor system that replaced it was of vital 

significance in determining how a ‘New South’ would look. The Freedmen’s 

Bureau’s direction of labor relations was therefore vital to the outcome of 

Reconstruction. This thesis contends that the Bureau was more interested in 

restarting the southern economy than attaining a more equitable South. From the 

outset Freedmen’s Bureau policy was so conservative that it compromised any 

chance of a thorough social reordering.

W.E.B. Du Bois claimed that “national neglect” contributed to the failure 

of the Freedmen’s Bureau. Du Bois is correct in this assertion. Washington was 

not committed to maintaining welfare provision for the freedpeople and refugees. 

However it was more than neglect that accounts for the national government’s 

shortcomings. The Freedmen’s Bureau proactively pushed former slaves back to

33 Reggie L. Pearson, ‘“There Are Many Sick, Feeble, and Suffering Freedmen’: The Freedmen’s 
Bureau’s Health-Care Activities during Reconstruction in North Carolina, 1865-1868.” North 
Carolina Historical Review 79, no. 2 (April, 2002), p. 181; Michael Goldhaber, “A Mission 
Unfulfilled: Freedmen’s Education in North Carolina, 1865-1870.” The Journal of Negro History 77, 
no. 4 (Autumn, 1992), p. 207.
34 Steve E. Nash, “Aiding the Southern Mountain Republicans: The Freedman's Bureau in 
Buncombe County.” North Carolina Historical Review 83, no.l (Jan., 2006), pp. 1-30.
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the plantations and with it promoted the implicit understanding that the prewar 

status quo would remain.1"

The role of the Bureau was contradictory on one hand it restrained the 

aspirations of the former slaves, on the other it promised programs and filled the 

emancipated population with hope. Ultimately this was an unfulfilled hope 

“delivering” what Gregory Downs describes as “spotty protection.” When the 

Freedmen’s Bureau came south after the war huge expectation followed it. The 

overarching conservatism of the agency ensured that the federal body would not 

enact wide-ranging reform in Dixie. The external factors of a hostile southern 

population and a President who undermined the body whenever he could, 

damaged the agency. However, it was the flawed and conservative direction of 

the Freedmen’s Bureau (more interested with restarting the economy) that 

accounted for its failure to capitalize upon the potential of the body.3*’

The thesis argues that the federal government’s reluctance to seriously 

consider the future of the slaves at any point prior to the Civil War impacted 

upon the nature of Reconstruction in the South. Even when the advantage of 

incorporating the enslaved population into the war effort became apparent, the 

national government vacillated over the decision to employ their manpower. 

Washington was out of step with the slave population and during Reconstruction 

this continued with the ffeedpeople. Central to this thesis is therefore an 

exploration of the relationship between field agents on the ground and the Bureau 

hierarchy in Washington. Howard’s direction of the Freedmen’s Bureau was 

counterproductive for the ffeedpeople and helped reinstate conditions similar to 

the end of slavery. This combined with the hostility and suffering that confronted 

the agency in the immediate postwar years condemned the plight of the former 

slaves.

35 W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Freedmen’s Bureau.” Atlantic Monthly 87, no 519 (Mar., 1901), p. 363.
36 Gregory P. Downs, Declarations of Dependence: The Long Reconstruction of Popular Politics in the 
South, 1861-1908. (Chapel Hill, 2011), p. 99.
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1.

“Our peculiar institution is forever dead”

The outbreak of Civil War in April 1861 heralded the demise of the 

institution of slavery. Until this time bonded labor had pervaded almost every 

aspect of antebellum southern life. As Peter Kolchin maintains, on the eve of the 

war “slavery virtually defined the South to both Southerners and Northerners.” 

Bondage had yielded great wealth for slaveholders, so much so that by 1860 the 

twelve wealthiest counties across America were south of Mason-Dixon. 

Disintegration of the region’s laboring system ensured that the southern states 

faced a dramatic and uncertain future. Some four million slaves were released 

from their bondage and the federal government was faced with the task of 

integrating these people into full citizenship. Efforts to assimilate the former 

bondsmen into the citizenry were, however, always constrained by Washington’s 

concern with finances. At the close of the war Secretary of the Treasury, Hugh 

McCulloch, estimated it would take nearly 30 years to pay off the United States’ 

interest-bearing debt. Federal Reconstruction after the war was thus framed in 

this context.1

Before the Civil War the national government displayed little interest in 

the former slaves. Even throughout the war, Washington persistently refused to 

acknowledge the seminal importance of slavery to the conflict. On numerous 

occasions the ‘Great Emancipator,’ Abraham Lincoln, insisted that the North’s 

quarrel with the southern states was not about the ‘peculiar institution.’ In one of 

his first national interventions on the matter, Lincoln proclaimed that southern 

slaveholders had nothing to fear from a Republican victory in the 1860 election. 

On Monday February 27, 1860, Lincoln appeared at New York’s famous Cooper

1 Ira Berlin etal., eds., Slaves No More: Three Essays on Emancipation and the Civil War. (Cambridge, 
1992), p. 3; Peter Kolchin, American Slavery, 1619-1877. (New York, 1993), p. 171; James Oakes, 
The Ruling Race: A History of American Slaveholders. (New York, 1998), p. 39; John A. James, 
“Public Debt Management Policy and Nineteenth-Century American Economic Growth.” 
Explorations In Economic History 2\, no. 2 (Apr., 1984), p. 193.
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Union and delivered a speech, which transformed this “relatively obscure Illinois 

favorite son into a viable national contender for his party’s presidential 

nomination.” His address that night highlighted the concern that the slaveholding 

states would react violently to the election of the Republican Party in November. 

He predicted that no matter the frequency or sincerity of Republican promises to 

leave slavery untouched, southerners were not prepared to listen. Within 

Lincoln’s speech there was more than affirmations of northern disinclination to 

interfere with slavery. He also sounded a warning for the South. The Presidential 

candidate maintained that if the states of Dixie seceded from the Union, the 

Republicans were ready to crush any rebellion. Lincoln exclaimed that the North 

would face secession with the swiftness and potency that Virginia had met John 

Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry.2

Lincoln’s assertions that a Republican victory at the polls might enframe 

sectional tensions were proved correct. His election to the presidency precipitated 

the descent of the nation into Civil War. By February 1, 1861, seven states of the 

Lower South had convened secession conventions and severed all ties with the 

United States government. At this time the Confederate States of America was 

formally established. The Provisional Government introduced a draft constitution 

and mobilized a military force. While the states of the Deep South made their bid 

for secession, Lincoln’s promise to leave slavery untouched held firm. On the 

very day that South Carolina broke from the Union, the Illinois State Journal 

denied that the federal government was poised to interfere with the institution of 

slavery. The paper emphatically refuted that the President believed in “the 

equality of the black and white race.” Frederick Douglass (the former slave 

turned African-American leader) had envisaged that the secession crisis might

2 Cooper Union was located on the northern edge of Midtown Manhattan. When it was not in 
used as a public lecture hall, Cooper Union served as a school offering free coeducational classes. 
Harold Holzer speculated upon the significance of Lincoln’s speech made there, he claimed “it is 
entirely possible that had he not triumphed before the sophisticated and demanding audience he 
faced... Lincoln would never have been nominated, much less elected, to the presidency.” Harold 
Holzer, Lincoln at Cooper Union: The Speech that Made Abraham Lincoln President. (New York, 2004), 
pp. 1-2, 103, 105.
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provoke “armed abolition.” This was far from the mind of the Commander in 

Chief as the Union prepared to enter the Civil War.3

If slavery’s importance as a driving force of the war was unacknowledged 

in Washington, those spearheading the Confederate government engaged in a 

different discourse. In April 1861, President Jefferson Davis addressed the second 

session of the Confederate States Provisional Congress in Montgomery,

Alabama. On this occasion he denounced the Republican Party’s triumph in the 

US Presidential election. Davis maintained this was detrimental to the South’s 

labor system. In the words of the President, northern actions over recent years 

had taken the form of “repeated efforts to usurp powers not delegated by the 

Constitution, for the purpose of impairing the security of property in slaves, and 

reducing those States which held Slaves to a condition of inferiority.” Davis 

claimed, this had culminated, with the organization of a great party designed “for 

the purpose of obtaining the administration of the Government with the avowed 

object of using its power for the total exclusion of the slave States from all 

participation in the benefits of the public domain.” In a similar vein the vice- 

President Alexander Stephens gave a “rabble-rousing address at Savannah” on 

March 20, 1860. Here Stephens insisted that “all of the white race, however high 

or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eyes of the law. Not so the negro. 

Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the curse against Cain, is fitted for 

that condition which he occupies in our system.... Our new Government [rests] 

upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man.” From the 

outset race and slavery were explicitly acknowledged as central to the 

Confederate cause. Those occupying positions as secession commissioners 

mimicked the sentiments of their President and vice-President. Charles B. Dew’s 

research on the speeches and letters on this class demonstrates “the racial content

3 The seven Lower South states to secede by February 1, 1861, were South Carolina, Mississippi, 
Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas. Eric Foner cited the Illinois State Journal as a 
paper “thought to reflect Lincoln’s views” with some editorials possibly written by him. Eric 
Foner, The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery. (New York, 2010), p. 152; Illinois 
State Journal cited in Foner, The Fiery Trial, p. 152; James Oakes, The Radical and the Republican: 
Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, and the Triumph of Antislavery Politics. (New 2007), pp. 133-143; 
Frederick Douglass cited in David W. Blight, A Slave No More: Two Men Who Escaped to Freedom, 
Including Their Own Narratives of Emancipation. (New York, 2007), p. 4.
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of the secession persuasion.” The issue of slavery was, in Dew’s opinion, critical 

in the coming of war.4

Confederate leaders were aware that they required a wide support base for 

their break with the Union. Therefore they often clothed their grievances in the 

language of‘states’ rights’ and protection from ‘northern tyranny.’ In Jefferson 

Davis’ first address as President of the breakaway states he asserted that secession 

was actuated “solely by the desire to preserve our own rights and promote our 

own welfare, the separation of the Confederate States has been marked by no 

aggression upon others and followed by no domestic convulsion.” William C. 

Davis contends that this line of argument “lay not with the Constitution... but 

with those who interpreted it in ways never intended by the Founding Fathers.” 

White southerners were, in their own view, “withdrawing from the influence of 

the corrupt priests of the North who had perverted the existing temple.”5

Years after the war, when southerners promulgated the notion of the ‘Lost 

Cause,’ ‘states’ rights’ were the most prominent aspect of Confederate 

reconstructions of secession. All traces of the slavery controversy were erased. 

Jefferson Davis’ recollections, published in The Rise and Fall of the Confederate 

Government (\SS\) maintained that the war “was, on the part of the United States 

Government, one of aggression and usurpation, and on the part of the South, was 

for the defense of an inherent, unalienable right. ” Davis explained that slavery 

“was far from... the cause of the conflict.” He insisted that mention of the 

‘peculiar institution’ as a reason for the war’s outbreak only served “to ‘darken 

counsel’ and divert attention from the genuine issues involved.” Davis’ vice- 

President, Alexander Stephens, similarly maintained in the aftermath of defeat, 

that “so-called” slavery “was of infinitely less importance to the Seceding States”

4 James D. Richardson ed., A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the Confederacy: Including the 
Diplomatic Correspondence 1861-18651. (Nashville, 1905), pp. 67-68; Alexander Stephens cited in 
Hudson Strode, Jefferson Davis: Confederate President. (New York, 1959), pp. 24-25; Charles B. Dew, 
Apostles of Disunion: Southern Secession Commissioners and the Causes of the Civil War. (Charlottesville, 
2001), p. 81.
5 Dew, Apostles of Disunion, p. 13; United States, Journal of the Congress of the Confederate States of 
America, 1861-18651. (Washington, 1904), p. 66; William C. Davis, A Government of Our Own: The 
Making of the Confederacy. (New York, 1994), p. 63.
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in the coming of war than the “Constitutional Liberty” that was withheld from 

the South.6

Civil War hostilities opened in the spring of 1861, six months after the 

election of Lincoln the previous November. On April 12, Confederate shore 

batteries under the instructions of Jefferson Davis fired upon the United States 

military garrison at Fort Sumter, South Carolina. The firing lasted thirty-three 

hours and forced US servicemen to vacate what was now within Confederate 

territory. The Civil War had begun.

At this time, not all of eleven Confederate states were actively engaged in 

rebellion against the United States. South Carolina’s neighbor, North Carolina, 

had yet to declare its hand. Reports of the fighting at Fort Sumter reached the Old 

North State in a matter of days. When the news arrived it had a profound effect 

upon general opinion of the state. North Carolina had until this point remained 

loyal to the United States and unionists within the state had successfully 

“organized, campaigned and deeply stirred popular feeling, especially in 

nonplantation areas.” North Carolinian soil was ill suited to cotton culture 

therefore the number of large slaveholders desperate to maintain the status quo 

was considerably smaller than in the states of the Deep South. Furthermore the 

relative absence of plantation slavery in mountainous terrain of the western 

section of the state and the swamp areas of the east meant that great numbers of 

non-slaveholding whites felt no stake in a war aimed at preserving the ‘peculiar 

institution.’ Prominent unionist politicians like Jonathan Worth of Randolph 

County gave many speeches during the winter of 1860-61 in defense of the 

Union. Worth argued that if the “Southern doctrine, that a State may disregard 

an act of Congress at pleasure” was followed, then there was “virtually no Union 

to dissolve.” Tar Heel voters were receptive to such a message, and like their

6 Jefferson Davis, The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government I. (New York, 1881), p. 78; Davis, 
The Rise and Fall II, p. 764; Alexander H. Stephens, A Constitutional View of the Late War Between 
the States: It Causes, Character, Conduct and Results; Presented in a Series of Colloquies at Liberty Hall II. 
(Philadelphia, 1868), p. 539.
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fellow Upper South counterparts in Virginia and Tennessee had rejected southern 

independence out of hand at the polls during February 1861.7

The firing upon Fort Sumter changed the North Carolinian mood and 

appeared “to unify the state behind an allegiance to the Confederacy.” After the 

United States military were driven from the garrison at Charleston Harbor, 

President Lincoln issued a proclamation calling upon the states of the Upper 

South to raise a force of 75 000 men to help put the rebellion down. The Tar Heel 

State was expected to furnish men from its militia. Lincoln’s demand backfired 

and had an adverse affect on pro-Union sentiment. North Carolinian leader of 

unionism, William Woods Holden, dramatically reversed his position over the 

President’s call for arms. Holden exclaimed that “the proclamation of Mr. 

Lincoln, calling for troops to make war on the Southern States, dissolved the 

Union so far as we are concerned, and summoned every true Southern man to 

arms.” The official response to Lincoln’s request came from North Carolinian 

Governor, John Willis Ellis. The state Governor, tersely wrote to Lincoln’s 

Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, informing him “YOU CAN GET NO 

TROOPS FROM NORTH CAROLINA.”8

On the evening of April 16, secessionists in Washington County (on the 

eastern seaboard of North Carolina) heard reports of the battle at Fort Sumter. 

When they leamt of the news they celebrated and fired their guns “late into the 

night.” As word spread through the County, Unionist sentiment contracted, just

7 The election on February 28, 1861, witnessed North Carolinian voters elect a large majority of 
Union delegates. In the ballot to call a secession convention the vote proved closer, 47, 705 voted 
to oppose separation while 46, 711 voted for it. Secessionist sentiment polled well in the 
Democratic parts of the costal plain and the southwestern piedmont. Unionism performed 
considerably better in the mountains and piedmont. Daniel W. Crofts, Reluctant Confederates: Upper 
South Unionists in the Secession Crisis. (Chapel Hill, 1989), pp. xvii, 149-153; James McPherson, 
Battle Cry of Freedom: The American Civil War. (New York, 1990), pp. 264-274; Dew, Apostles of 
Disunion, pp. 4-5; David Brown, “North Carolinian Ambivalence: Rethinking Loyalty and 
Disaffection in the Civil War Piedmont.” Paul D. Escott, ed., North Carolinians in the Era of the 
Civil War and Reconstruction. (Chapel Hill, 2008), p. 12-13; Buck W. Yearns and John G. Barrett 
eds., North Carolina Civil War Documentary. (Chapel Hill, 1980), p. 5; J. Worth to J. J. Jackson,
Nov. 29, 1860, cited in Jonathan Worth, The Correspondence of Jonathan Worth I. Edited by J.G. de 
Roulhac Hamilton (Raleigh, 1909), p. 124.
8 Paul D. Escott and Jeffrey J. Crow, “The Social Order and Violent Disorder: An Analysis of 
North Carolina in the Revolution and the Civil War.” The Journal of Southern History 52, no. 3 
(Aug., 1986), p. 386; Crofts, Reluctant Confederates, pp. 313, 333; Holden cited in Crofts, Reluctant 
Confederates, p. 333; Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 1; Yearns and Barrett eds., North Carolina, 
pp. 18-19; John Willis Ellis cited in Yearns and Barrett eds., North Carolina, p. 18.
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as it would across the state. Wayne K. Durrill explains, that now the only issue at 

stake henceforth became “the question of who might be chosen to represent the 

county in a new secession convention.” If secessionism was stirred by the fighting 

at Fort Sumter, the slaves at the Lake Phelps plantations along the southern 

border of Washington County had their interest piqued by the noise of the gunfire 

marking the celebrations. Bondsmen were keen to find out the meaning of the 

excitement. Little did the slaves know that the joviality of their masters marked 

the beginning of the war that signalled the end of servitude.9

The Civil War was a conflict that wrought havoc upon the plantations and 

farms of the South. It presented those slaves bemused by the commotion of 

secessionist gunfire with new opportunities to free themselves from their shackles. 

If a slave managed to escape from a plantation, this was a direct strike against the 

Confederacy and contributed to the war-effort that ultimately enabled their 

emancipation. Integrating the manpower of four million slaves into the Union’s 

war effort was, however, a disjointed process. The North entered the Civil War 

fighting in the name of freedom. The freedom of the southern slave population 

was not the initial concern of the national government. Instead Washington dealt 

in the lofty rhetoric of liberty to restore and preserve a divided American nation, 

as the reason for fighting. Official federal posturing, which placed restoration of 

the national union above all else, found little expression for a policy centered 

upon the South’s ‘peculiar institution.’ Without an explicit backing for the slaves’ 

fight for freedom, it was “military and political necessity” that dictated and drove 

the government’s evolving response to the “devilish nigger question.”10

Concern over northern public opinion and the sensibilities of unionist 

slaveholders underpinned the federal government’s reluctance to transform the 

war into a crusade against slavery. This disinclination was increasingly 

challenged by a realization of the potential leverage that slaves provided for the 

Union army. The early invasions and occupation of the South unleashed “shock,

9 Wayne K. Durrill, War of Another Kind: A Southern Community in the Great Rebellion. (New York, 
1990), pp. 10, 33.
10 Foner, Eric, The Story of American Freedom. (New York, 1998), p. 95; The quote “devilish nigger 
question” comes from a Maryland officer in the Union Army, cited in Ira Berlin, “Who Freed the 
Slaves? Emancipation and its Meaning.” David W. Blight and Brooks D. Simpson eds., Union and 
Emancipation: Essays on Politics and Race in the Civil War Era. (Kent, 1997), p. 113.
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confusion, [and] panic” and gave the enslaved population opportunities to flee 

their bondage. Former slave Mary Anderson explained how the “stories of fights 

and freedom” circulated amongst the slaves at the time. “The news went from 

plantation to plantation and while the slaves acted natural and some even more 

polite than usual, they prayed for freedom.” Many slaves openly expressed their 

delight when federal soldiers came. Anderson comments that when the Yankees 

arrived “slaves were whooping and laughing and acting like they were crazy.”11

When news came that the northern armies were close by, many slaves ran 

from their masters to the Union lines. Northern officers were thus confronted 

with how to handle the growing number of fugitive slaves. Massachusetts born 

General Benjamin Butler wrote to his superiors that “the question in regard to 

slave property is becoming one of very serious magnitude.” As James Oakes 

maintains “within weeks of the war’s outbreak” the military were presented with 

an “unprecedented choice: either send able-bodied men and women back to the 

enemy, or make a conscious decision to harbor fugitive slaves.” Politicians in 

Washington took the decision away from military commanders and in July 1861, 

the House of Representatives passed a measure that disallowed federal soldiers 

from returning escaped slaves to their masters. Weeks later, in August, Congress 

passed the First Confiscation Act, which prescribed that all slaves engaged in the 

military service of the Confederacy were free. Washington was cautiously 

grasping the significance of the enslaved population in the Union’s war effort.12

Four months after the passing of the First Confiscation Act, northern 

forces began their invasion of coastal eastern North Carolina. Under the 

command of General Ambrose E. Burnside, the army and navy were both 

deployed in the offensive against Confederate forces. Burnside augmented the 

Union’s military operations by taking explicit advantage of the local knowledge

11 Stephen V. Ash, When the Yankees Came: Conflict and Chaos in the Occupied South, 1861-1865 
(Chapel Hill, 1995), pp. 16, 31-32; Ira Berlin etal. eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of 
Emancipation 1861-1867, Selectedfrom the Holdings of the National Archives of the United States, Series I 
Volume 1: The Destruction of Slavery. (Cambridge, 1985), p. 62; Slave Narratives A Folk History of 
Slavery in the United States from Interviews with Former Slaves: Volume XI North Carolina Narratives Part 
1. (Washington, 1941), pp. 24-25.
12 General Benjamin Butler cited in James Oakes, Slavery and Freedom: An Interpretation of the Old 
South. (New York, 1990), p. 185; Oakes, Slavery and Freedom, p. 185; Rick Halpem and Enrico Dal 
Lago eds., Slavery and Emancipation. (Malden, 2002), pp. 377-378.
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held by slaves and free black watermen. Maritime African-American workers 

were employed in piloting vessels through unfamiliar waterways and even in 

boatlifting fugitive slaves. The knowledge imparted by these watermen was 

integral to the success of Union forces in eastern North Carolina. David Cecelski 

has shown, federal forces came to rely heavily on black laborers in developing an 

effective military strategy in the state.13

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, North Carolinian 

slaves along the coast had posed a threat to their masters’ power on account of 

their close proximity to the sea and the waterways. The coastline had inspired the 

imagination of countless slaves. Slaves could dream that they might sail to their 

freedom, whilst interactions with sailors from distant shores conveyed ideals such 

as liberty to this servile class. When the war arrived, these shores that had so 

often proved “inhospitable” to the state’s slaveholders now became a 

battleground. For those in bondage along the coast, the attainment of freedom 

now seemed a tangible goal.14

Slaves were overjoyed when General Burnside’s campaign resulted in 

Union forces taking New Bern, Washington, Beaufort and Plymouth. At New 

Bern the city’s black population was described as “wild with excitement and 

delight” when the Union military took control in March 1862. Burnside soon 

found himself inundated with fugitive slaves offering their services and 

information on the enemy. He wholeheartedly welcomed contraband slaves into 

Union lines. The General assigned them to military endeavors, or allowed them 

to contribute in other ways to the northern war effort. The former slaves revelled 

in their ability to assist the northern cause, and proved “indispensable” to the 

Union army. Those freed from their bondage were employed in construction 

work and other ventures, but their “most spectacular and dangerous service” was 

in spying against federal forces. Vincent Coyler, ‘Superintendent of the Poor’ in 

federally occupied North Carolina, commended the bravery of black spies who

13 David S. Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina. (North 
Carolina, 2001), pp. 150-151.
14 Ibid., pp. 56, 150-151.
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interloped “thirty to three hundred miles within the enemy’s lines” while 

undertaking “hazardous errands.”15

Just as the very presence of the Union military “provided hope and 

opportunity” for the slave population, it also put great pressure on planter 

control. With the federal army so close by, mastery became a “fragile thing” 

during the winter and spring of 1862. Slaveholder, Charles Pettigrew, of 

Washington County decided in early March that his interests were best served by 

moving the majority of his chattel property to the interior of the state. This cost 

the master $367.64, on account of the supplies needed for the journey and his 

guard of twenty-five Confederate troopers. Pettigrew moved his slaves to Wake 

County in central North Carolina. Slave Hattie Rogers of New Bern explained 

that when the Yankees took the city “we were all refuged to Franklin County to 

keep them from setting us free:” though all “who could swim the river and got to 

the Yankees were free.”16

Slaveholders that remained in Washington County found their routines 

lay in ruin. The only power available to them now was that of physical force; 

paternalism and subtle persuasion were rendered impotent. Catherine Ann 

Edmonston of Halifax County fretted that her slaves had become totally 

demoralized as the war progressed. The presence of Union soldiers nearby led to 

her bondsmen becoming “awkward, inefficient and even lazy” she complained. 

The “war sent slavery and plantations into a spiral of disintegration.” James 

Roark explains that although slave behavior “preoccupied” the thoughts of 

planters they “struggled to maintain control over their dominions and their 

subjects.” Distance “from the vortex varied” thus planter control in the east of the 

state was more severely undermined than it was in the west. The inevitably of the

15 Ibid., pp, 153-155, 160; Description of New Bern black population cited in Ash, When the 
Yankees Came, p. 31; Joe A. Mobley, James City: A Black Community in North Carolina 1863-1900. 
(Raleigh, 1981), p. 7; Vincent Coyler, Report of the Services Rendered by the Freed People to the United 
States Army: In North Carolina, in the Spring of1862, After the Battle ofNewbem. (New York, 1864), 
pp. 9-10.
16 Durrill, War of Another Kind, pp. 69, 73, 74, 87; Slave Narratives vol. XI part 2, 
pp. 227-228.
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“storm,” however, ensured that dislocation of accepted practices was on its way 

for all masters.17

Following the Union invasion of the coast and the initial flurry of activity, 

the Tar Heel State came to resemble somewhat of a “military backwater” for the 

remainder of the war. According to the 1860 census the slave population of North 

Carolina stood at approximately 330,000. By the mid-summer of 1862 only 

around 10,000 African-Americans resided within Union-occupied North 

Carolina. General Burnside’s campaign of 1861-62 thus yielded only a modest 

return in the number of slaves reaching federal lines. The dislocation along the 

eastern seaboard, however, had a monumental impact on slavery’s operation, as 

planters and Confederate forces were thrown into disarray. Slaves all across the 

state yearned for their freedom and with tales circulating of thousands achieving 

their liberty along the coast, others were inspired to try and make it to Union 

lines. The disruptive influence on the Confederacy as a whole as well as on local 

plantations vindicated efforts to assimilate slaves into the Union war effort.18

Congress acted as the importance of slaves to the Union war effort grew 

and federal army officials such as Burnside increasingly encouraged slaves to run 

away as fugitives. The legislature (aware of the unofficial policy’s success) passed 

the Second Confiscation Act in July 1862. The Act declared that once slaves were 

within the jurisdiction of the Government of the United States they were “forever 

free of their servitude”. Furthermore it authorized the President to employ as 

many freed African-Americans “as he may deem necessary and proper for the 

suppression of [the] rebellion.” Contraband camps were established for the 

fugitive slaves and Union lines promoted as what Steven Hahn describes as 

“liberation zones.” The Second Confiscation Act also provided for the seizure 

and confiscation of secessionist property. Slavery was, however, still permitted for 

loyal slaveholders and within the occupied South. Although this stratagem “tried

17 Durrill, War of Another Kind, p. 87; Catherine Ann Edmonston cited in Roark, Masters Without 
Slaves, p. 82; Roark, Masters Without Slaves, p. 85.
18 Ira Berlin et al., eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation 1861-1867, Selectedfrom the 
Holdings of the National Archives of the United States, Series I Volume II: The Wartime Genesis of Free 
Labor: The Upper South. (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 90-92; The exact figure of slaves residing in North 
Carolina according to the 1860 census is 331,059 see Joseph C.G. Kennedy, The United States in 
1860: Compliedfrom the Original Returns of the Eighth Census, Under the Direction of the Secretary of the 
Interior. (Washington, 1864), pp. 598-599.
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to hew a very fine line on the slavery question with no clear end in view,” slaves 

were slowly given a strong indication of their importance to the government 

position as the war progressed.19

Behind federal lines Yankees and abolitionists could showcase ‘free-labor’ 

ideology on Union-controlled plantations. At Port Royal (South Carolina), New 

Orleans and elsewhere across the southern states, Union officials experimented 

with northern laboring ideals. The officials hoped they could demonstrate that the 

South would benefit from reorganization along northern lines. After General 

Burnside captured Roanoke Island (eastern North Carolina) from Confederate 

forces, a ‘freedmen’s colony’ was established there. Patricia C. Click informs us 

that this provided Captain Horace James, who was in charge of the colony, “a 

grand opportunity to put into practice ideas about abolition and evangelicalism 

that had been simmering in the North for more than forty years.”20

Missionary proselytizing was a fundamental aspect of the northern 

endeavors on Roanoke. Great regard was held for the belief that religion could 

“erase the damage suffered under slavery.” This religious zeal was combined with 

a traditional middle-class Republicanism that exaggerated ideas about the 

ameliorative powers of education and stressed self-sufficiency. James rightly 

understood, however, that the land ownership was invaluable to freedmen. He 

was adamant that the North should send individuals to the South to aid the job of 

Reconstruction. Though he was quick to highlight the productive characteristics 

of the freedpeople, he cautioned that they needed to “pass through a tutelage 

before they [would] come into the promised land of perfect freedom and

19 Edward McPherson, The Political History of the United States of America, During the Great Rebellion: 
From Novembers, 1860, to July 4, 1864. (New York, 1864), pp. 196-197; A letter from slaveholder 
Jas. H. Taylor (who claimed loyalty to the Union) demonstrates that slavery still existed and was 
sanctioned by the Union Army. Taylor wrote to Major General Foster of the federal army in 
October 1862, asking for help in retrieving two slaves who had “gone into the Federal lines.” 
Taylor claimed that he relied upon their services and the slaves’ abscondance left him “on my 
hands.” J. Taylor to J. Foster, Oct. 8, 1862, cited in Berlin etal. eds., Destruction of Slavery, p. 86; 
Steven Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet: Black political Struggles in the rural South, from slavery to the 
great migration. (2003), p. 72; Halpern and Dal Fago eds., Slavery and Emancipation, pp. 377-378.
20 Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction, p. 31; Rose’s account of the ffeedpeople’s experience on the 
South Carolinian Port Royal plantations during the war catalogued many of the problems that 
befell the Northern experiments of free-labor on southern plantations. Though Port Royal is the 
best known example, other contraband camps were established where Union lines stretched into 
Confederate territory. Click, Time Full of Trial, pp. 14-16, 62-63.
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independence.” Patricia Click argues, such sentiment proves that at times James’s 

attitude was “patronizing.” This coupled with his middle class nineteenth century 

laissez-faire economics was in fact counterproductive for the freedmen. Captain 

Horace James wrongly assumed certain ideas about how ‘free-labor’ could come 

south. Nevertheless if the freedpeople’s colony on Roanoke demonstrated 

anything; it was the need for federal intervention in the South.21

The colony of Roanoke was considered by many as a success during the 

war and was a positive experience of the national government for many former 

slaves. Not every freed slave could speak so highly of encounters with federal 

authority. Parker Pool, a slave from Wake County, was particularly critical of the 

Yankee Army complaining that they were profligate. When the army was close to 

his plantation he maintained that all they seemed to do was play songs and act 

with little care for their surroundings. What annoyed him most was how wasteful 

soldiers were with the livestock that they requisitioned, “Dey slaughtered cows 

and sometimes only et de liver. I went to de camp atter dey lef an’ it wuz de 

awfulest stink I ever smelt in my life.” He further complained that they also did 

this with geese and chickens. When the Union army told him he was free, Pool 

took little notice of what they said, “I stayed on and worked jest lak I had been 

doin,’ right on wid missus and master.” Pool’s niece Dilly Yelladay recalled how 

her uncle claimed the Yankees “made a slave of him.” Former slave Tiney Shaw 

claimed that the behavior of the federal soldiers was worse than the Ku Klux 

Klan after the war. “Dem Yankees done a lot of mischief, I know case I wuz dar. 

Dey robbed de folkses an’ a whole lot of darkies what ain’t never been whupped 

by de master got a whuppin’ from de Yankee soldiers... De Ku Klux Klan wam’t 

half as bad as dem Yankee robbers... De south had ter have de Ku Klux Klan but 

dey ain’t had no need fer de Yankees.”22

The remembrances of Pool, Yelladay and Shaw are demonstrative of the 

problems associated with armies of occupation. On the whole the former slaves 

were, however, overjoyed when the federal troops arrived. Most like ex-slave 

William George Hinton hailed Abraham Lincoln “a good man.” Lincoln was

21 Ibid., pp. 14-16, 62-63; “Letter from Chaplin James” Apr. 23, 1864, Second Annual Report, 27 
cited in Click, Time Full of Trial, p. 63.
22 Slave Narratives vol. XIpart 2, pp. 190-91,268, 427.
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revered by the freedpeople for putting into effect his Emancipation Proclamation 

on January 1, 1863. This declared that “all persons held as slaves within any 

State or part of a State, the people thereof respectively shall be in rebellion against 

the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.” Lincoln’s 

Proclamation freeing slaves within the Confederacy officially shifted the focus of 

the federal’s army’s effort and after almost two years of fighting ensured that the 

war became about more than just the preservation of the Union.23

There is great debate amongst historians as to ‘who freed the slaves’: was 

it the President with his Emancipation Proclamation, or were the slaves 

themselves those who drove the process? Lincoln’s influence cannot be 

underestimated, for his Proclamation provided greater impetus for slaves’ flight to 

Union lines causing havoc across Confederate territory. On the other hand the 

exertions of the enslaved communities were instrumental in their achievement of 

freedom. Ira Berlin rightly contends that “real change derives both from the 

actions of the people and from the imprimatur of constituted authority.” Both 

parties played their part. The disruption and dislocation caused by bondsmen 

behind Confederate lines facilitated the right conditions for the freeing of slaves, 

whilst Lincoln by late 1862 was forthcoming in providing this much needed 

‘constituted authority.’ The Emancipation Proclamation also allowed for the 

enrollment of African-Americans into the Union Army and Navy. Around 32 000 

black men from the northern states volunteered. Even more impressive, however, 

was the number of African-Americans who enrolled from the Confederate states: 

140 313 men enlisted—the overwhelming bulk of them escaped slaves— 

comprising over ten percent of federal military in the last year of the war.24

It took little time for news of the Proclamation to spread. In February 

1863, just over a month after it came into effect, Harper’s Weekly commented that 

Lincoln’s action was known “far and wide” throughout the state of North 

Carolina. Observing that it seemed “to be producing some substantial fruits,”

23 Slave Narratives vol. XIpart 1, p. 440; Emancipation Proclamation cited in Stephens, A 
Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States II, pp. 116-11.
24 For the ‘who freed the slaves’ debate see arguments in Berlin, “Who Freed the Slaves? 
Emancipation and Its Meaning.”; Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet, pp. 91-92; The 32,000 African- 
Americans from the North that volunteered approximated to seventy-five percent of all those aged 
18-45.
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Harper’s recognised the importance that the turn in Union policy had on North 

Carolina’s slave population, and on the northern war effort there. The ‘fruits’ of 

the northern war effort represented crippling blows for the Confederacy. The 

haemorrhaging of slaves to Union lines played havoc with both southern wartime 

planning and the Confederate economy. New Bern behind Union lines, for 

instance, wimessed a mushrooming of its freed slave population. In 1860 

approximately 3,000 African-Americans resided there, but by 1865 its black 

population stood at almost 11,000.2;’

The Confederate war effort in the Old North State was further 

complicated by the anomalous nature of the Appalachian community in the west. 

In the mountains a substantial unionist constituency was evident from the 

beginning to the end of the war. ‘Mountaineers’ had suffered political 

discrimination in statewide politics and Appalachia was “less economically 

advanced than the lowlands.” This ensured that considerable resentment was 

displayed toward those who took North Carolina into the Confederacy. A 

sentiment that would intensify as the war staggered into 1863 and 1864. In a war 

aimed at preserving the South’s ‘peculiar institution,’ it mattered that slavery was 

not as entrenched in the mountains as it was to the east. In 1860 slaves made up 

just ten percent of the population in Appalachia. Nevertheless, when war was 

declared most of the Appalachian population “felt the necessity to defend” 

slavery. John Inscoe and Gordon McKinney tell us that once “the die [of war] 

had, at long last, been cast” there was, as a general rule, “relief as much as 

excitement.” Although mountain communities were remote and external 

communication was “both slow and occasionally hazardous... information on 

external affairs seems to have circulated widely.” The secession crisis was keenly 

followed in the mountains, and by April of 1861 many residents were 

“relish[ing]” the prospect of a war. From the summer of 1861 mountain whites 

were affirming their support for either the northern or southern cause. North

25 Harper’s Weekly, Feb. 21, 1863; Kathleen Diffley, “Where My Heart Is Turning Ever: Civil War 
Stories and National Stability from Fort Sumter to the Centennial.” American Literary History 2, 
no. 4 (Winter, 1990), pp. 627-658; Judkin Browning, “Visions of Freedom and Civilization 
Opening Before Them: African Americans Search for Autonomy During Military Occupation in 
North Carolina.” Paul D. Escott ed., North Carolinians in the Era of the Civil War and Reconstruction. 
(Chapel Hill, 2008), p. 70.
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Carolina’s position, “trapped deep within the Confederacy” and cut off from 

federal government assistance, ensured that most upcountry whites opted for the 

South. Though servicemen embraced the Confederate position with a good deal 

of reluctance. Pressed into support of the Confederacy, over twenty thousand 

mountain men from North Carolina served in the southern war effort by its 

conclusion in 1865.26

This forced alignment with the cause of the Southern states could not 

completely extinguish support for the Union. At first the sheer impracticalities of 

upholding a unionist position while vastly outnumbered behind Confederate lines 

undermined the ability to mount a counter-offensive. Yet the introduction of the 

Confederate draft in 1862 increased internal tensions, and produced conditions 

more favourable for Union sympathisers. As the war progressed hostility to the 

Confederate cause grew in the mountains. The economic hardships of the conflict 

were gravely felt in this neglected and undeveloped region. In this atmosphere 

dissatisfaction became palpable. Against the backdrop of growing resentment 

toward the Confederate position, paramilitary organizations established 

throughout the mountains. They engaged in sabotage and disruption of 

Confederate planning and manoeuvres. The federal army realized such tensions 

provided openings to exploit. As Union troops pressed further south, attacks on 

Confederate forces in western North Carolina enabled the federal army to 

engineer near “anarchy” in the mountains. The “social fabric of Western North 

Carolina [began to] unravel,” and in Wilkes County all “sense of civility seemed 

to disappear.” Union forces employed roving bands of mercenaries to strike at the 

Confederate war effort. One Union army gang was the Harrison Church band. 

John Inscoe and Gordon McKinney claim that the tactics of the gang often bore 

“no relation to the issues of the war.” The band was thuggish and often raided 

Confederate neighbors for their own profit. The west of the state revealed,

26 The southern white mountain community would remain the only substantial group of white 
southerners in the Republican Party until the 1950s see, Gordon B. McKinney, Southern Mountain 
Republicans, 1865-1900: Politics and the Appalachian Community. (Knoxville, 1978), pp. 3, 12-13, 17, 
19-20; John A. Williams, Appalachia: A History. (Chapel Hill, 2002), p. Ill; John C. Inscoe and 
Gordon B. McKinney, The Heart of Confederate Appalachia: Western North Carolina in the Civil War. 
(Chapel Hill, 2000), pp. 58, 60, 237-39; Martin Crawford, Ashe County’s Civil War: Community and 
Society in the Appalachian South. (Charlottesville, 2001), pp. 10-11.
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sometimes dramatically, that the white population of North Carolina was far 

from united in its attitude to the Southern cause.2'

It must be stressed that mountain people were not the only segment of the 

state’s white population to harbour anti-Confederate sentiment. In November 

1862 the New York Times, seeking to stress laboring-class opposition to the 

Confederacy, claimed that an “anti-Slavery, free-labor spirit [had] become general 

among” many of the poor whites in the east of the state. Even allowing for its 

partisan leanings, the New York Times article points to the anti-Confederate 

animosity of a significant section of the state’s white constituency. Indeed the Tar 

Heel State was the home to Hinton Rowan Helper, the most well known 

southern white advocate of abolition. Author of The Impending Crisis of the South: 

How to Meet It (1857), Helper’s name was anathema throughout Dixie after its 

publication. Such was the concentration of abolitionist thought within North 

Carolina, John Spencer Bassett (a historian writing at the end of the nineteenth 

century) compiled a study entitled Anti-Slavery Leaders of North Carolina (1898). 

This publication outlined the most notable dissenting voices on slavery in the 

state. Bassett concluded that the “economic, social and political forces” of North 

Carolina rendered inhabitants “less friendly to slavery” than elsewhere; thus 

abolitionist sentiment was rife. Loyalty to the Union was not restricted to those 

who promoted abolition. Some of those benefitted most from southern slavery 

advocated opposition to secession. Slaveholder Colonel Caleb Bohanan, from 

Yadkin County, told his local militia “that no man ought to support” the 

Confederacy. Indeed he stressed that “every secessionist ought to be hung.” 

Prominent planter-politician John Pool, a pre-war champion of the 

Whig/Opposition party (“resolute” in its unionism) resolved to “sit out the war at 

home” at the onset of the secession crisis. Significant pockets of Unionist 

sentiment within the state were therefore not solely confined to the communities 

of Appalachia.28

27 McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans, pp. 24-25.
28 The New York Times article also made the grand assertion that Union soldiers were opening the 
eyes of poor white southerners to a recognition that they possessed the position of “actual white 
helots” in the institution of slavery. The helots were a “subject population of Sparta in Ancient 
Greece,” see Anton Powel, Athens and Sparta: Constructing Greek Political and Social History from 478 
BC. (London, 1988), p. 98; New York Times, Nov. 14, 1862; David Brown, Southern Outcast: Hinton
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Support for the Confederacy was far from uniform. Nevertheless the vast 

majority of North Carolina’s soldiers did fight to “maintain a southern way of 

life.” A central tenet of that way of life obviously focused on preserving the 

institution of slavery. For those invested in the ‘peculiar institution’ wartime 

experience proved extremely traumatic. When North Carolina Congressman W. 

N. H. Smith petitioned the Confederate Secretary of War in February 1864, he 

did so anxious to avoid impressments upon “the agricultural operations of the 

present year.” Describing the “peculiar situation” facing planters, Smith 

requested that, “no free negroes... industrially engaged in cultivating the soil and 

raising crops.. .be taken from their labor during the season.” The outlook for 

planters and farmers in the state was bleak, Smith included in his petition, a letter 

from one such farmer, W. L. Daniel of Pitch Landing, in Hertford County, to 

illustrate just how dire conditions were. Daniel concluded that if he could not 

keep free blacks employed, “I shall have to abandon all Idea of trying to raise a 

crop & so it will be with others.”29

Wartime disruption was vexing in the extreme for masters. It did, 

however, provide opportunities for the elite class to prepare for a potential future 

without slavery. Masters were thus granted their own ‘rehearsal for 

Reconstruction’—an opportunity to consider their options should they face 

emancipation at the end of the war. As freedpeople ‘rehearsed’ their new roles on 

the plantations of Port Royal, Roanoke and elsewhere, planters were running 

through their lines in preparation also. Wartime lessons taught them that they 

needed to manipulate any new economic system that followed slavery if they 

were to remain economically powerful. By the time this became a reality, former 

masters were adept at manoeuvring matters to their advantage.30

Rowan Helper and The Impending Crisis of the South. (Baton Rouge, 2006), p. 6; Bassett, Anti-Slavery 
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29 “North Carolina Congressman to the Confederate Secretary of War, Enclosing a Letter from a 
North Carolina Farmer to the Congressman” cited in Berlin etal. eds., Destruction of Slavery, p.
766.
30 For Port Royal and Roanoke see Rose, Rehearsal for Reconstruction, and Click, Time Full of Trial.
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As hostilities drew to a close in 1865, many of the wartime protagonists in 

North Carolina were slow to appreciate the implications of events at 

Appomattox. Their actions resembled the state’s belated decisions to secede and 

go to war. When Commander of Confederate forces Robert E. Lee surrendered to 

General Ulysses S. Grant in Virginia on April 9, hostilities were still ongoing in 

the Old North State. North Carolina had come alive with fighting from January 

1865, and when Wilmington fell in February the Confederates’ fate was almost 

sealed. By March of that year General William Tecumseh Sherman was cutting a 

swathe through the middle of the state. He had marched through Georgia and 

South Carolina, before engaging Confederate troops in North Carolina’s sole 

major battle at Bentonville. It was a good two weeks after Lee’s surrender at 

Appomattox before General Joseph Johnston, commanding Confederate troops 

in North Carolina, followed suit and withdrew the men under his command from 

fighting. When Johnston surrendered, the terms offered by Sherman were 

considered so lenient that the Northern press (the New York Times in particular) 

heavily criticized him as too conciliatory. Peace had finally come to North 

Carolina, and the Civil War had ended in the state.11

The war’s conclusion spelt the end for slavery in the South. Months before 

peace was declared Confederate soldier, Thomas W. Patton of Asheville, 

Buncombe County, realized the writing was on the wall for the South’s 

predominant laboring system. In January 1865, he wrote home to his mother 

from Alabama, stating that it was “the opinion out here that our ‘peculiar 

institution’ is forever dead and I am inclined to that opinion myself.” War did not 

officially end slavery across the South. Only after each southern state ratified the 

Thirteenth Amendment passed by the House of Representatives on January 31, 

1865, would slavery officially cease. Eric Loner states that once ratified, many 

Republicans anticipated this “would bring blacks within the purview of a national 

citizenship whose fundamental rights were protected by a beneficial federal 

government.” ‘Free-labor’ would then dominate where slavery had once thrived. 

In theory all workers would no longer engage in forced labor but would now 

receive reimbursement for their toil. Achieving an equitable living for freedpeople

31 Mark L. Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels: Soldiers and Civilians in Reconstruction North Carolina. 
(Lexington, 2009), pp. 8, 22; Yearns and Barrett eds., North Carolina, pp. 321-23.
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was not as easy as many in the North had expected. The ‘peculiar institution’ of 

slavery had rested upon a southern white rationale of “constitutional rights, 

historical precedent, social considerations, economic principles, biblical 

sanctions, and ethnological arguments.” Upon these solid and deep-rooted 

foundations the antebellum South was built, and only a thorough Reconstruction 

of society could redress the plight of the former slaves.32

Federal support was required to reconstruct the South and to ensure the 

freedom of the former slaves. A root and branch reform of the southern states was 

essential. To aid this endeavor Washington established the Bureau of Refugees, 

Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (BRFAL or Freedmen’s Bureau) on March 3, 

1865. This agency was created as a temporary body by the War Department and 

was expected to remain in place for just one year after the war’s conclusion. The 

creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau was in itself revolutionary. The federal 

government had never before set up an equivalent body and was now committed 

to supporting the former slaves and white refugees in the war’s aftermath.33

Washington raised expectations that it would not meet. Though the 

establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau was revolutionary, the performance of 

the body was ultimately conservative. The national debt had spiralled as a result 

of the war and much of the South lay in ruin. The government was thus 

preoccupied with restoring the southern economy and needed laborers back on 

the plantations. The Bureau was instrumental in this. On the eve of the Civil War 

the South’s principle export was cotton. Southern plantations “accounted for 85 

per cent of total consumption of cotton in the United States, Great Britain and 

continental Europe.” After the war the federal government was anxious that it 

regained domination of export markets. To succeed in this venture and also to 

restart the flagging economy a compliant labor force was necessary. The 

Freedmen’s Bureau was integral to this as it pushed the former slaves back onto 

the plantations.34

32 T. Patton to H. Patton, Jan. 6, 1865, Patton Family Papers, Southern Historical Collection, 
Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Foner, Reconstruction, p. 67; 
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33 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 8.
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The idea for the Bureau was conceived in the months that followed the 

Emancipation Proclamation. In March of 1863 the War Department had 

established the American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission, tasking it with 

investigation into “the condition of the colored population emancipated by acts of 

Congress and the President’s proclamation.” Furthermore the body was invited to 

“report what measures will best contribute to their protection and improvement, 

so that they may defend and support themselves.” To achieve this end the 

commission sought the opinions of both races in the North and in the South, 

canvassing opinion on how best to proceed with emancipation. It also consulted 

accounts of emancipations in the Caribbean. The findings of the Commission 

were printed in two instalments - a preliminary report published in June 1863, 

and a second in May 1864. These reports included a recommendation for the 

creation of a Bureau of Emancipation, or a Bureau of Freedmen. It advocated the 

creation of a single government agency to oversee the trials of emancipation as 

preferable to dispersing responsibility for freedpeoples’ affairs among several 

different bodies. While the report’s authors hoped that external benevolent 

agencies might lend help at times in the educational and religious instruction of 

the freedmen, they intended that the Bureau should wield ultimate control over 

such matters. The Commission envisaged that the Bureau would provide friendly 

encouragement to African-Americans struggling to navigate their newfound 

freedom, and was especially concerned that the Bureau secured the trust of the 

former slaves.35

Allied to the interventionist approach of dispatching a body into the South 

was the recommendation that the freedpeople be taught self-reliance. There was 

the specific stipulation that dependence upon ‘government charity’ was 

unacceptable. To aid this one of the commissioners, James McKaye, proposed 

that southern plantations either abandoned by or forcibly seized from 

Confederates should be redistributed to those who had worked the land as slaves. 

James McKaye was a native of Boston and a trusted confident of Charles

Cotton on the Eve of the American Civil War.” The Economic Review 5\, no. 1 (Feb., 1998), p. 
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Sumner. His advocacy that former slaves should receive a more equitable footing 

in society was revolutionary, and had the potential to redevelop Southern life 

beyond all recognition. In other respects the commission’s dedication to radical 

restructuring was questionable. It recommended against “permanent 

guardianship” of the freedmen, claiming this was neither viable nor beneficial. 

The commission did, however, rightly identify some of the problems that a 

society navigating its way through emancipation would face. Stating that unless 

“the emancipated population have secured to them their civil and political rights 

by national authority... they will stand in imminent danger of being defrauded of 

any practical freedom.” The Commission established that settled civil and 

political rights were paramount for freedpeople, but held back guaranteeing 

indefinite federal intervention to secure this. Instead faith was placed in 

educational outreach, with recommendations for school provision.36

Like Captain Horace James at the Roanoke freedpeoples’ colony, the 

American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission held firm to the ideology of ‘free- 

labor.’ This common outlook guided the North’s postwar intervention, 

underestimating the difficulties that the former slaves would encounter in then- 

struggle to gain a foothold in post-emancipation society. The belief that 

nineteenth century laissez-faire economics could produce a more equitable and 

just existence for the freedpeople was misplaced, and the idea that education 

(without a firm commitment to land redistribution) would remedy their position 

was fanciful.

The reformers making up the commission advocated a degree of land 

redistribution. Commissioners hoped a policy of land redistribution could elevate 

not only former slaves, but also a large number of poor whites previously 

excluded from land ownership. James McKaye described this class as the “most 

pitiable men of our own race” and claimed that their predicament provided 

“sufficient illustration” of slavery’s “pernicious” influence. More than simply a 

political reconstruction of Dixie was needed. Only through thoroughgoing social 

reconstruction could an equitable society be attained. McKaye specifically stated

36 Sproat, “Blueprint for Radical Reconstruction.” pp. 36-37; James McKaye, The Mastership and 
Its Fruits: The Emancipated Slave Face to Face With His Old Master a Supplemental Report to Hon. Edwin 
Stanton, Secretary of War. (New York, 1864), p. 35.
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that the “aim” for the national government should be the “ultimate division of the 

great plantations into moderate sized farms, to be held and cultivated by the labor 

of their owners,” and argued for a body that would facilitate land redistribution 

amongst both poor whites and former slaves. McKaye affirmed that no “such 

thing as free, democratic society can exist in any country where all the lands are 

owned by one class of men and are cultivated by another.” The creation of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau in the spring of 1865 did not deliver on McKaye’s manifesto. 

The body was tasked with overseeing all matters relevant to the freedpeople and 

white refugees. However federal policy on land redistribution of Confederate 

property remained vague and sharply contested.3'

The Congressional debates that carried the Freedmen’s Bureau bill into 

law were fraught with controversy. Frustration had many times greeted those 

such as Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, who urged the creation of a 

Bureau. Only when a “compromise bill” incorporating provision for the white 

refugees was introduced would the measure pass, for this suggested “a policy of 

no discrimination based on color.” It is hardly surprising that policy makers who 

took so long to recognize the significance of the war for slavery would struggle to 

legislate for the provision of those whom the war had emancipated. Once 

enshrined in the statute books a fundamental shift in federal authority was 

evident. As Eric Foner argues, the fate of the former slaves now loomed as one of 

the central themes of Lincoln’s second term. Tincoln’s death only weeks after the 

body came into existence greatly undermined this as executive authority shifted 

to Andrew Johnson. It was further handicapped by the vagueness of instructions 

provided by the legislature. Congress failed to list the exact and various duties the 

agency was supposed to perform. According to Paul Cimbala, this ensured “the 

Bureau’s job would be as big as the problems its men encountered.” Thus with 

little given in the way of resources the Bureau was expected to formulate, 

organize and then execute policy without much guidance from the legislature.38

The official entrusted with the vital yet undefined task of overseeing the 

Bureau’s operations was Major General Oliver Otis Howard. In March 1865

37 McKaye, The Mastership and Its Fruits, pp. 36-37.
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Howard -a West Point graduate - received the reins of the Bureau Commissioner 

from President Abraham Lincoln. W.E.B. Du Bois described Howard as the 

“most fortunate thing that Lincoln gave the Bureau,” owing to his sympathy, 

humanity and “endless application... to do a hard thankless duty.” William S. 

McFeely on the other hand maintains that the Bureau under Howard “did not 

provide the Negroes of the nation with a satisfactory way of life,” and that it “is 

in this light that Howard’s accomplishment as Commissioner of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau must be judged.” When the General accepted the responsibility of 

heading the Bureau in the spring of 1865 the job confronting him was 

monumental. With little in the way of direction, Howard alone was expected to 

guide the body through Reconstruction. Issuing circulars to broadly frame the 

ideals that the Bureau wished to set forth, Howard maintained that the body must 

strive to bring “equality before the law.”39

To support the position of the Commissioner, Howard appointed nine 

Assistant Commissioners at the very outset of the Bureau’s existence. A minister 

and professor at General Howard’s alma mater, Bowdoin College in Maine, 

Colonel Eliphalet Whittlesey, was appointed to the role in North Carolina. 

Howard considered Whittlesey one of the most radical of Bureau officials, and he 

served longer than any of the other original Assistant Commissioners. Whittlesey 

located his headquarters in Raleigh and divided the state into sub-districts—four 

to begin with, though this would change over time. Officers were appointed as 

superintendents to oversee each sub-district and report to Whittlesey as he did to 

Howard. The northern military occupation at the end of the war provided the 

basis for manning the body’s complex bureaucracy and local agents were on hand 

to compliment its work.4'1

In North Carolina Colonel Whittlesey made clear his intentions for the 

state early on, with his first circular issued on July 1, 1865. He claimed that a 

“great social revolution is going on” and invited the “hearty co-operation of all 

who desire the welfare of the State.” Whittlesey stressed that the “negro” was no 

longer in bondage, but free, and was now “entitled to all the rights of man.” The

39 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 11.
40 Ibid., pp. 8-12; Bentley, A History, pp. 53, 58; for Howard’s assessment of Whittlesey see 
Howard, Autobiography II, pp. 283-84 cited in Bentley, A History, p. 58.
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Assistant Commissioner implored that the “School House, the Spelling Book, 

and the Bible” were “better preservers of peace and good order, than the revolver 

and bowie knife.” He pleaded with North Carolina’s white population not only to 

live in peace with those recently emancipated, but to actively support and be 

considerate to them.41

Addressing the ffeedpeople in the same circular, Whittlesey struck an 

almost prophetic note of caution. Though keen to assert the “duties” that liberty 

imposed on the former slaves, the Assistant Commissioner predicted “your 

freedom will expose you to some new trouble.” Expanding upon this he spoke of 

“bad men” hoping to take advantage of their ignorance through fraud and 

violence. Recent developments suggested that he was correct in his assertion. In 

the month before the circular was issued, the New York Times reported on a 

“reverse of a good feeling toward the freedmen” in the interior of the Tar Heel 

State. Claiming that many freedmen in this vicinity were “beaten and... more 

cruelly treated even than when they were slaves,” the Times highlighted the level 

of animosity resulting from their emancipation. Despite this worrying 

development, Whittlesey gave little indication to the former slaves that the 

Bureau would act as a protector. Instead, he maintained that “it [was] better to 

suffer wrong than do wrong.” Whilst he insisted there was a “great social 

revolution... going on,” Whittlesey was perhaps indicating that the Bureau was ill 

equipped to see it through.42

Although the power of the Bureau was devolved to Assistant 

Commissioners such as Whittlesey, its success was still reliant upon vigorous 

national support. Andrew Johnson’s accession to the Presidency in the aftermath 

of Lincoln’s assassination on April 14, 1865 proved a great disadvantage to the 

success of Reconstruction, and consequently to the Bureau. Johnson’s 

biographer, Hans Trefouse, argued in retrospect that white southerners were 

prepared for almost any concession in the aftermath of defeat. The editor of the 

Raleigh Press claimed they were “willing to acquiesce in whatever basis of 

reorganization the President would prescribe.” Trefouse stressed that the

41 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 12; “Circular No. 1, July 1, 1865,” Roll 20, BRFAL-NC 
(M843).
42 Ibid.; New York Times, June 26, 1865.
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condition of the South and the nature of the Confederacy’s defeat ensured that 

white southerners were in no position to challenge federal directives. Whitelaw 

Reid, describing a tour of the South in After The ff'ar (1866), wrote that “the 

National government could at that time have prescribed no condition for the 

return of the Rebel States which they would not have promptly accepted.” Reid 

maintained that there existed a “plastic moment” for forceful action. He warned 

that if the north missed its opportunity to shape and mould the post-emancipation 

landscape the chances for Reconstruction’s success might be squandered. Carl 

Schurz, who on Johnson’s orders compiled a report detailing conditions across 

the South in the summer of 1865, suggested that the “[southern] mind was so 

despondent that... readmission... under whatever conditions... would then have 

been looked upon as a favor.” President Johnson, however, desired as “speedy a 

normalization and as near a return to pre-war conditions as possible.” Using the 

analogy of Reid “the plastic moment w[as] allowed to pass.” In so far as the 

freedpeople’s future was intertwined with the pace of Reconstruction, Andrew 

Johnson cared little, holding instead to the creed of white supremacy.43

Even William T. Sherman, who had appeared so ferocious on the 

battlefield approved of Johnson’s course. He reflected on how best to take 

forward the program of Reconstruction in correspondence with his brother John, 

a Republican Senator from Ohio, in the fall of 1865. Achieving lasting peace and 

stability in the South was according to Sherman only achievable through a large- 

scale occupation. This was something he considered abhorrent and detrimental to 

North-South relations. The only solution for reconstructing the South, in his 

view, was conciliation of the former Confederacy.44

In the spring of 1865 postwar federal Reconstruction was beginning. The 

former slaves anticipated that the national government would protect their newly 

acquired rights as citizens and much excitement was generated by the creation of 

the Freedmen’s Bureau. Radical politicians had advocated land redistribution for

43 Whitelaw Reid, After the War cited in Hans L. Trefousse, Andrew Johnson: A Biography. (New 
York, 1989), p. 215; Carl Schurz, Report on the Condition of the South. (New York, 1969), p. 4; 
Trefousse, Andrew Johnson, pp. 225-226, 233; Whitelaw Reid, After the War: A Southern Tour. May 
1, 1865, to May 1, 1866. (London, 1866), pp. 296-291.
44 W.T. Sherman to J. Sherman, Sept. 21, 1865, and Nov. 4, 1865, cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & 
Tar Heels, p. 23.
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the freedpeople as part of this. However the federal agency that the South 

received was distinctly conservative. An unprecedented national debt exercised 

the federal government. Washington would soon push the freedpeople of the 

South back onto the plantations and the Freedmen’s Bureau presided over this. 

The Bureau was anxious to get the former slaves back to work and restart the 

productivity of the South. In North Carolina, just as across the South, Bureau 

agents placed their faith the mantra of ‘free-labor’ and asked the former slaves to 

do likewise. In doing so the freedpeople would again be ultimately placed under 

the authority of their old masters.
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2.

“First Business”

In the immediate aftermath of peace arriving in North Carolina the 

supposed federal commitment to a comprehensive reorganization of the South 

was indicated. Hostilities officially ceased in the Tar Heel State on April 27, 1865, 

when North Carolina’s Union army Occupation Commander, General John 

McAllister Schofield, issued General Order No. 31. Asserting with this order that 

it was “the duty of all to cultivate friendly relations with the same zeal” that had 

“characterized our conduct of the war,” Schofield spoke of a “new state of 

affairs” now existing within the Old North State. At the close of war the Union 

army commander was placing citizens on a peacetime footing. Nothing, however, 

embodied the changed conditions within the state more than the terms of General 

Order No. 32, released the very same day. This declared that slavery was dead, 

and pointing to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, prescribed that the army 

would secure the future freedom of the former slaves. As well as informing all 

citizens that those held in bondage were now freedpeople, the order insisted upon 

the entitlement of all persons to remuneration for labor. In the chaos and 

confusion that reigned with the Confederate surrender, North Carolina, like the 

rest of the South, was embarking upon the replacement of slavery with ‘free- 

labor.’ In the spring of 1865 there was great excitement that this would overhaul 

the plight of the former slaves.1

The war’s conclusion endowed military figures like General Schofield with 

the power to begin the necessary changes that could transplant ‘free-labor’ 

ideology south. As an Occupation Commander Schofield held significant 

influence. North Carolina had no civil government in operation and martial law 

was directed under the General’s direction. Schofield’s immediate efforts to

1 General Schofield, a West Point graduate, was 33 years old at the time and had served as an 
occupation commander in both Missouri and Tennessee prior to his role in North Carolina. 
Schofield cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 25-21.
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secure the freedoms of the former slaves and promote the employment rights of 

African-Americans thus boded well for the normalization of labor relations. In 

Washington, however, President Andrew Johnson was more concerned with the 

swift rehabilitation of state-level civil governance than capitalizing upon the 

opportunities for modeling a ‘New South.’ When Johnson became President in 

mid-April 1865, the only southern states that had civil administrations were 

Arkansas, Louisiana and Tennessee, where Lincoln-sponsored Unionist 

administrations were in place. Johnson promptly set about restoration of such 

powers for the eight other defeated rebel states and to this end in North Carolina 

he appointed William Woods Holden Provisional Governor on May 29.2

Holden was considered the “logical choice” for the position on account of 

his wartime peace efforts, known throughout the nation and “offered convincing 

proof that he was the leader of Unionism in the state.” Great significance was 

attached to Holden’s role as Provisional Governor and his biographer Horace 

Raper has claimed no one else in the Old North State was “more highly regarded 

by federal authorities.” On June 8, he officially assumed the governorship 

beginning efforts geared towards re-footing North Carolina’s civil institutions and 

ultimately for the state’s readmission to the Union. Only the overcoming of 

significant hurdles would achieve this goal. President Johnson required that 

Holden oversee the assembling of a constitutional convention, followed by an 

election so that Tar Heel citizens could ratify the measures enacted. It was also 

stipulated that once this was achieved, the Provisional Governor would hold 

further elections for state officials and for Congress. Only if the aforementioned 

criteria were met was the state deemed ready for readmission.3

It was during the spring-summer of 1865 when an expectation existed that 

the southern states would hastily return to the Union that the Freedmen’s Bureau 

was established. Labor relations were defined in the midst of this. From the outset 

of postwar Reconstruction in North Carolina, and right across the South, there 

were competing authorities. Federal General Orders and dictates would jockey

2 Raper, William W. Holden, pp. 61-62.
3 Ibid.
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with the intentions of the rehabilitated state-level civil government, set up by the 

Johnson administration.

Donald G. Nieman identified this atmosphere as a hindrance to the 

Bureau’s successful establishment throughout the former Confederate states. He 

contended that Johnsonian reconstruction’s “rapid restoration of civil 

government in the South,” ensured that “Bureau officials never had the luxury of 

acting without reference to state officials.” Just as the Bureau’s head, General 

O.O. Howard in Washington, was bound by the actions of a President openly 

hostile to a radical restructuring of the South, agents on the ground were thrust 

into a struggle with reconstituted civil authorities wary of the Bureau’s intentions. 

Suspicion on the part of the municipal powers was tied to a fear that the Bureau 

would overhaul all aspects of southern life. Indeed rumors circulated that the 

federal agency would afford the freedpeople ‘40 acres of land and a mule.’ The 

federal creation of the Bureau in the aftermath of General Sherman’s wartime 

issuing of Special Field Order No. 15 had identified the body with the policy of 

land redistribution and this shaped the popular understanding of the body’s role.4

The alignment of the Bureau with land redistribution in the minds of 

southerners proved a poisoned chalice for the body. To both poor white refugees 

and former slaves the hope that the Bureau of Refugees Freedmen and 

Abandoned Lands would enact widespread land reform heightened expectations 

that in a ‘New South’ property holding would prove the panacea to all troubles. 

In the minds of defeated former slaveholders the prospect of such redistribution 

was anathema and something that need be opposed. This translated for many

4 Donald G. Nieman, To Set the Law in Motion: The Freedmen’s Bureau and the Legal Rights of Blacks, 
1865-1868. (New York, 1979), p. 4; Claude F. Oubre traced the rumors of ‘40 acres and a mule’ 
back to the First Confiscation Act of August 1861, when Congress provided certain slaves with 
their freedom, and confiscated the lands of their masters. The Second Confiscation Act only 
served to reinforce these notions of land redistribution, but Oubre pinpoints Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation as focal in driving such rumor. Wherever Union troops secured 
victory, speculation followed that redistributed land would come the way of the freed slaves. As 
the war neared conclusion and General Sherman led his march across Georgia and the Carolinas, 
his soldiers imparted a message that former slaves could take possession of the land they had 
worked. This notion was afforded official recognition when Sherman (having approval from 
Edwin M. Stanton Secretary of War) issued Special Field Order No. 15 in January 1865, and 
created a reservation solely for freedpeople. Forty-acre plots of land were given to the families of 
freedpeople, with Sherman lending horses and mules so that they could till their newly acquired 
property. Claude F. Oubre, Forty Acres and a Mule: The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Land Ownership. 
(Baton Rouge, 1978), pp. 181-83.
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plantation owners into an outright rejection of the Bureau and of the changed 

postwar social landscape. In many cases former masters resolved to ignore the 

ending of slavery. According to former slave John C. Bectom, planters proved 

adept in denying the changed status of slaves after the Yankees “tol’ us we were 

free.” Bectom lived on a plantation near Fayetteville in central North Carolina 

and recounted that “The marsters [sic] would tell the slaves to go to work that 

they were not free, that they still belonged to them.”5

Bectom’s recollection indicates the hostility that existed toward the 

planned overhaul of southern labor relations. It was also demonstrative of the 

shot in the arm that was given to elites by the intended quick resumption of 

municipal powers. Employers were emboldened to challenge the intended 

changes that Reconstruction brought and this induced defiance toward the newly 

instituted Bureau. Planters and landowners needed little encouragement to 

dispute the mandate of such a body. These elite whites challenged and resisted 

officials as soon as the Bureau was established on the ground.

Agents found out that setting up the federal body was a far from 

insignificant task in the months that followed the war’s end. Upon arrival as 

Bureau Assistant Superintendent at Washington County (eastern North Carolina) 

Andrew Coats found conditions tough and dispiriting. In late 1865 Coats took up 

his position and set about locating an appropriate place to work. He complained 

that the Bureau had placed him at Washington “without a suitable office.” He 

described the workspace afforded him as a “room in the Court House (with most 

of the windows minus glass) and not a desk, chair, or table in the room.” Fuel 

was also lacking and the agent did not possess the authority to purchase any on a 

Government account. After considerable time and effort was spent trying to 

procure another premise the Assistant Superintendent appeared just as 

discouraged when a new location was found to work from. Coats decried this 

“miserable office” as in “a very dilapidated condition... very dirty, and [with] no 

furniture.” To add to the trying working conditions, he was afforded no clerk, nor 

was he given the use of a horse - something he considered necessary for carrying 

out his remit. The agent labeled his predicament a “rather... bad fix.” Coat’s

5 Slave Narratives vol. XIpart 1, p. 97.
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experience was similar to the difficulties facing the majority of Bureau agents 

across North Carolina, and indeed across the South. Insufficient funding always 

blighted the Freedmen’s Bureau.6

Both Barry Crouch’s study of the Bureau in Texas and Paul Cimbala’s 

work on the body in Georgia highlight the organizational difficulties faced by 

officials when establishing the body during the summer of 1865. Crouch stressed 

the “tremendous strain and pressure” placed upon the Lone Star state’s first 

Assistant Commissioner, Edgar M. Gregory, owing to the “limited resources” 

available. Similarly in Georgia when Davis Tillson assumed control of the 

Bureau during late summer disorder reigned and there was “no real organization” 

of the Bureau. Cimbala makes the telling point that whilst there was little in the 

way of a bureaucratic administration, “much hostility toward the agency among 

white Georgians” did exist.7

This hostility was clearly evidenced in North Carolina and accounted for 

much of the struggle that agents encountered when trying to successfully establish 

a presence in a sub-district. The changed status of the former slaves and the 

question of labor was the primary issue that caused most conflict. When Charles 

Hill assumed the position of Acting Assistant Superintendent at Elizabeth City, 

he wrote to his superior Captain Horace James explaining the difficulties that 

were encountered with landowners. Hill penned “I found the Freedmen of this 

District very insecure and fearful in their newly acquired rights.” Many “of them 

were still kept at work under the old system with but little relaxation of its vigor... 

When contracts for labor were made the Freedman was almost invariably cheated 

out of his earnings.” What was still worse was that a number “were told they 

were not yet free.” This was in September 1865, half a year after the end of the 

Civil War, and some landowners were still withholding from their laborers news 

of slavery’s abolition. Hill wrote that the plight of those in employment was in 

“some respects... worse” than when they were slaves; for at least as slaves they

6 A. Coats to F. Seely, Dec. 28, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Coats to F. Seely, Jan. 2, 
1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Coats to F. Seely, Jan. 16, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml 909).
7 Tillson took control of the Bureau in Georgia after after the first Assistant Commissioner, Rufus 
Saxton, was relieved of his duties. Barry Crouch, The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Texans. (Austin, 
1992), pp. 14-17; Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, pp. 28-29.
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had someone who looked after their welfare. Now they were confronted with the 

double dilemma of looking after their own interests and facing the “strong 

prejudice against them on the part of a great majority of the whites.”8

Hill’s depressing account of the difficulties facing African-Americans at 

Elizabeth City during their initial months of their freedom was mirrored in many 

other places across the state. Great disappointment befell many ex-slaves who left 

the plantation sites of their bondage in excitement upon hearing news of their 

emancipation. Leaving behind the places where they had labored, thousands of 

freedpeople asserted their newfound freedom and relocated to urban areas. In 

doing so the former slaves sought distance between their former existence 

laboring on the plantations under slavery and their new life of freedom. 

Multitudes of former slaves took part in a mass exodus from plantation fields and 

farms emulating the actions of tens of thousands who had flocked to the east of 

the state during the war. Without the restrictions of the ‘slave pass’ for travel and 

the despised slave patrol ensuring compliance, the former bondsmen sought an 

assertion of their own freedom. Eric Foner notes that although the majority of 

freedmen did not abandon their plantations during 1865, “it seemed that half the 

South’s black population took to the roads.” North Carolinian David Schenck of 

Lincoln County condescended “every fool negro thinks freedom consists in 

leaving his master and being idle.” Schenck’s contention masks the significant 

number of freedpeople who were driven off land by employers frustrated by the 

‘imposition’ of waged labor. For many former slaves the journey to urban centers 

was thus motivated by necessity and not upon ‘whimsical’ notions as Schenck 

contended. Former masters were keen to assert their authority in the immediate 

aftermath of the war’s conclusion. In their efforts to regain mastery they sought 

complete control over the freedpeople. Former slaves who did not acquiesce to an 

employers demand could find themselves driven from their workplace.9

Once the initial excitement engendered by freedom dissipated for both 

former slave and former master alike, a realization developed that the two parties 

needed each other. Masters understood that labor upon the plantations was

8 C. Hill to H. James, Sept. 6, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
9 Schenck cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 4; Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 80-81.
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essential for the rebuilding of the southern economy. The freedpeople were aware 

that laboring on those plantations was necessary for their day-to-day survival. 

Therefore, with a lack of alternatives, the majority of freedmen remained in 

agricultural labor in the years following the Civil War, and it was on the fields 

and plantations that the outworking of‘free-labor’ unfolded. It was also 

ultimately here that the ‘great social revolution’ Colonel Whittlesey’s opening 

circular referred to, yielded a bitter harvest. The parameters of change were far 

from ‘revolutionary’ in the mind of North Carolina’s Assistant Commissioner. It 

was with relief that Whittlesey corresponded with General Howard in the fall of 

1865 explaining that the fears and predictions of many concerning the freedmen 

were not realized. The worry expressed by individuals like David Schenck had 

proven wide of the mark. Whittlesey wrote that the “great mass of colored people 

have remained quietly at work upon the plantations of their former masters 

during the entire summer. ” Those former slaves who travelled to the cities had 

almost all returned, and the majority of African-Americans were laboring on the 

same sites that they had at the start of the war.10

In Washington Bureau Commissioner Oliver O. Howard was as relieved 

as Whittlesey that the freedpeople had returned to the sites of their bondage. The 

Bureau’s Commissioner appeared contented that there were “very few” 

complaints regarding the refusal of freedmen to labor. He was particularly 

impressed that the former slaves “of the State [were] almost universally at work 

and supporting themselves.” With servitude gone Howard was determined that 

the freedpeople should provide for themselves. His posturing was indicative of his 

(and consequently the Bureau’s) conservative attitude toward the labor question.* 11

During the month of August, six months into his tenure as Commissioner, 

Howard returned to his home state of Maine for a vacation and the opportunity 

for recuperation. He availed of this time to spend time with his family that he had 

left behind early on in the war. His trip was two-fold in purpose. More than 

simply an occasion for rest, Howard intended that his visit would afford him a 

platform for an airing of the body’s aims and objectives. The Bureau’s

10 Whittlesey cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 101.
11 Howard cited in United States, Annual Report of the Secretary of War of the United States of America, 
for 1866: Presented by Edwin M. Stanton, Secretary of War. (Washington, 1866), p. 215.
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Commissioner hoped that he could assure a receptive northern audience of the 

Bureau’s intentions, but more importantly that he could secure a public mandate 

for the body’s operations.

One such opportunity was afforded Howard on the afternoon of Sunday 

August 6, when a meeting of Maine’s Freedmen’s Relief Society was held at 

Meonian Hall, in the state capitol, Augusta. Proceedings commenced with “three 

little children formerly slaves in Louisiana” performing a rendition of ‘Mine eyes 

have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.’ After a prayer, the Bureau 

Commissioner took the floor. In his opening remarks Howard commented that 

traveling “hither and thither through the country... nearly every man [was] more 

or less interested in [the] great work of the freedmen” each wanting “to know 

what the government proposes to do.” The Commissioner, like those whom he 

referred to, was adamant that the government and the position of the freedpeople 

were intertwined and he reminded his audience of Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation. All slaves within the insurrectionary states were freed by that edict, 

Howard maintained, and the government was now obliged to ensure that they 

should remain forever free. “The object in the establishment of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau” he went on “was mainly to aid the government” in protection of the 

slave’s new found freedoms. The Bureau’s commitment to the protection of the 

former slaves was admirable. However Howard’s intention for the freedpeople’s 

future was conservative in the extreme. The General would oversee the federal 

agency push the former slaves back onto the plantations.12

The Commissioner identified the principal task before the Bureau as the 

regulation of labor. Howard stated in the Meonian Hall address that the “first 

business was labor.” This assertion was recognition of the vacuum left in the 

wake of slavery’s demise. Furthermore it was an acknowledgment of the 

monumental task before the Bureau, that of reshaping laboring conditions 

throughout the South. Racially demarcated slavery (the most potent symbol of 

antebellum Dixie) had ceased with the Civil War’s conclusion and the question of 

what would emerge in its place hung over the plans for federal Reconstruction. In 

the “unsettled state of affairs” Howard maintained that the Bureau “undertook...

12 McFeely, Yankee Stepfather, p. 109-10; New York Times, Aug. 20, 1865.
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no ordinary task.” The primary focus according to the Commissioner was 

ensuring that the “social order” was “restored” and “the wheels of industry... set 

in motion.” Howard’s anxiousness to restart the southern economy owed to the 

depressed nature of southern states after the Civil War. The federal government 

was so concerned during the postwar years with the economy that as part of the 

Fourteenth Amendment it included a clause stating “neither the United States 

nor any State shall assume or pay any debt or obligation incurred in aid of 

insurrection or rebellion against the United States, or claim for the loss or 

emancipation of any slave; but such debts, obligations and claims shall be held 

illegal and void.” Howard’s eagerness to “restore... the wheels of industry” was 

thus part of the federal drive to kick start the economy after the war. Under 

Howard’s direction the Freedmen’s Bureau would aid the financial system by 

pushing the freedpeople back onto the plantations where they had labored as 

slaves.13

Slavery had always provided more than an economic basis in antebellum 

times; it was the foundation for an entire social order. The ‘peculiar institution’ 

allowed for the operation of a “caste system [that] elevated all whites to the ruling 

caste” and diminished the potential for class conflict. Without the lash of 

bondage the boundaries of society needed overhauling, and as Du Bois 

recognized, “the struggle over the labor of the emancipated slave” became “the 

crucial issue of Reconstruction.” Howard was by no means departing from the 

status quo in placing labor regulation at the heart of postwar Reconstruction. 

Instead he was following the precedent established during the war with the 

showcasing of northern ‘free-labor’ ideology at Roanoke, Port Royal, New 

Orleans and other ‘contraband’ camps. At these sites experimentation with ‘free- 

labor’ aimed to show that former slaves could work much better in freedom than 

they had in their bondage. To use the analogy of nineteenth century African- 

American historian George Williams, that a chattel could mature into a people. 

Amongst the benefits of this wartime effort was the opportunity afforded for the

13 For More on the depressed economies of southern states after the war see Kenneth W. Hollman 
and Joe H. Murrey Jr., “Alabama’s State Debt History, 1865-1921.” Southern Studies 24, no. 3 
(1985), pp. 306-25; New York Times, Aug. 20, 1865; Howard, Autobiography II, p. 362; George P. 
Sanger, Statutes At Large, Treaties and Proclamations, of the United States of America: From December, 
1865, to March, 1867 VolXIV. (Boston, 1868), p. 359.
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training and recruitment of postwar Reconstruction agents. O.O. Howard was 

one such individual who gained valuable insight on the South Carolinian 

plantations at Port Royal. Willie Lee Rose tells us that whilst visiting the 

plantations, Howard had viewed “the whole reconstruction problem.” Armed 

with insight honed by experiences observed first hand, the Commissioner 

demanded that the South realigned along ‘free-labor’ lines.14

For years northern abolitionists had championed ‘free-labor’ as the needed 

corrective for the ills of the South’s ‘peculiar institution.’ Abraham Lincoln had 

even stressed the importance of the economic creed to the Union in his Annual 

Address to Congress on December 3, 1861. The President claimed that this 

“generous and prosperous system” ensured “no men living” were “more worthy 

to be trusted” than those who had toiled up from poverty having reaped its 

benefits. ‘Free-labor’ in theory induced work by incentive rather than coercion, 

permitted free movement from job to job, encouraged the education of laborers 

and was underpinned by a desire for individual advancement.15

Northern ‘free-labor’ notions did not necessarily align with the 

freedpeople’s aspirations. When it was imposed during the war at the Union 

controlled work sites the former slaves often found the system far from beneficial. 

William Messner has shown that in Union-controlled Louisiana freedmen were 

set to work back on the plantations by federal army officials. Messner claimed 

that in this showcasing of northern ‘free-labor’ ideology, the former bondsmen 

were “once again tied to the plantations and held rigidly in the position of 

landless field hands... largely for the profit of white landowners.” Officials in the

14 The above paraphrase of “a chattel to a person” comes from the work of George Williams who 
argued that the service of black men in the civil war transformed their social standing. George W. 
Williams, A History of the Negro Troops in the War of Rebellion, 1861-1865. (New York, 1888), p. xiii; 
John H. Franklin and Alfred A. Moss Jr., From Slavery to Freedom: A History of African Americans. 
(Boston, 2000), p. 246; McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, p. 199; Eric Foner stresses in the 
introduction to Nothing But Freedom that W.E.B. Du Bois “more than any other scholar” identified 
the intertwined relationship of the freedpeoples’ labor and the success of Reconstruction, Eric 
Foner, Nothing But Freedom: Emancipation and Its Legacy. (Baton Rouge, 2007), p. 5; Alexander, 
North Carolina Faces, pp. 73, 99; C. Vann Woodward “Introduction.” Willie L. Rose, Rehearsal for 
Reconstruction: The Port Royal Experiment. (New York, 1964), p. xviii; Rose, Rehearsal for 
Reconstruction, p. 339.
15 David Montgomery, Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans.
(New York, 1967), p. 14; Eric Foner, Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil War. (New York, 
1980), p. 24; Abraham Lincoln, The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln V. Edited by Roy P. Easier. 
(New Jersey, 1959), pp. 52-53.
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Gulf Department who oversaw this wartime ‘free-labor’ program were more 

concerned with “economic and social stability” and this “acted as a 

counterweight to the freedmen’s desire for broadening the parameters of 

freedom.” Howard’s objective after the war, a sound economic footing was the 

primary objective. The union army officers, inspired by ‘free-labor,’ believed that 

hard work would elevate the position of those recently emancipated: only on the 

cornerstone of toil and effort could the freedpeople make a successful transition 

from slavery to freedom. What this plan for labor reorganization failed to 

consider was the extreme poverty that the former slaves inherited and the 

accepted racist underpinnings of southern society. The prized ideology of‘free- 

labor’ as demonstrated on the plantations of Louisiana offered little for black 

workers and yet this set the tone for national labor policy over the next ten 

years.16

John Rodrigue rightly contends that ‘free-labor’ has an “amorphous” 

nature. The term encompassed “a host of ideas and values” and the resulting lack 

of clarity in its interpretation hampered a coherent policy. This was problematic 

for an agency like the Freedmen’s Bureau. Each agent was charged with 

overseeing ‘free-labor’ in their sub-district,’ and there was confusion over exactly 

what this entailed. Planters and landowners were always prepared to exploit 

weaknesses of the Bureau to their advantage. Without a united front from 

officials, the agency’s stance on ‘free-labor’ was compromised.17

The contract system was a defining principle of the new system. In ‘free- 

labor’ ideology contracts and the marketplace were lauded for providing 

“unlimited upward social mobility.” However this was based upon a 

“presupposed... consensus of interests between capital and labor.” That is to say, 

those who placed their faith in ‘free-labor’ believed that both capital and labor 

equally needed each other. An employee needed payment as much as an 

employer needed labor. The expectation was that as a planter required the labor 

of a field hand, and a field hand payment from a planter the market would decide

16 William F. Messner, Freedmen and the Ideology of Free Labor: Louisiana, 1862-1865. (Lafayette, 
1981), pp. xii-xiii 73-74, 88.
17 John C. Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields: From Slavery to Free Labor in Louisiana’s Sugar 
Parishes 1862-1880. (Baton Rouge, 2001), p. 6
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a fair price for remuneration. A convenient meeting place between both sides 

would be found and a reasonable agreement reached. In theory ‘free-labor’ 

provided for a more equitable future in the post slavery South. In a climate of 

distrust, where one-time masters had forfeited the slaves they considered 

property, and the freedpeople harbored resentment for their previous treatment 

(and wanted autonomy and independence from whites), the will for such 

agreement was in short supply. Furthermore the belief that nineteenth century 

laissez-faire economics could force a planter into a fair agreement on the price of 

labor through the market place was unfounded.18

Howard was of the opinion that there was little excuse for unemployment 

and he expected ‘free-labor’ to flourish in the postwar South. He stated that “the 

demands for labor were sufficient to afford employment to most able-bodied 

refugees and freedmen,” and implored his Assistant Commissioners to foster 

conditions conducive to this end. The removal of “prejudices from late masters 

who [were] unwilling to employ their former servants” was a primary 

requirement. Howard also made it clear that Bureau officials worked “to correct 

false impressions sometimes entertained by the freedmen that they can live 

without labor [and] strive to overcome a singular false pride which shows certain 

almost helpless refugees willing to be supported in idleness.” The Commissioner’s 

posturing extended to an insistence that every individual where possible should 

provide for themselves. Howard maintained that the Bureau “encourage, or if 

necessary compel, the able-bodied to labor for their own support.” According to 

George Bentley, General Howard was weary of the Bureau creating “a race of 

paupers,” and was troubled by the thought that reliance upon ‘Government 

charity’ might encourage idleness.19

The Commissioner therefore allied his stance of placing labor as “first 

business” of the federal body with strict cautioning against the freedpeople 

receiving much in the way of provisions. This was the case even for those in 

vulnerable positions. Howard’s circumspection came with an advocacy that “all 

must be done to quicken the industry of the Freedmen.” As head of Bureau

18 Ibid., p. 6.
19 Howard, Autobiography II, pp. 220-221; Bentley, A History, p. 77.
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operations across the South, Howard was emphatic that in the wake of slavery’s 

termination, the freedpeople must provide for themselves through the toil of their 

own labor. Hard work was the remedy considered appropriate for improvement 

of the former slaves. In the Commissioner’s mind the federal government through 

the agency of the Freedmen’s Bureau was the driving force for such an endeavor. 

Imbibed with a zeal for accelerating freedpeople’s “industry” Eliphalet Whittlesey 

and his subordinates in North Carolina set about returning the former slaves to 

the sites they had labored upon whilst under the lash.20

Whittlesey spoke of the freedpeople’s entitlement “to all the rights of a 

man” in his opening circular. Foremost amongst those rights he claimed was their 

entitlement to “fair wages” for labor. Yet just as Howard had placed labor as first 

business of the Bureau, Whittlesey’s affirmation that African-American laborers 

were “entitled” to fair payment was voiced with a caveat. Whittlesey was keen to 

assert the “duties” that came with their freedom. It was dutiful to Whittlesey’s 

way of thinking that the former slaves remain at their sites of labor. Freedpeople 

were destined to remain on the plantations upon which they had worked prior to 

gaining their freedom. The appeals to employers were also couched in the belief 

that those recently freed should remain at work in a subordinate position. 

Whittlesey warned white planters not to “drive from the state its real wealth - its 

productive labor.” Whittlesey’s concern that great numbers of black workers 

would leave North Carolina, creating a vacuum of labor, was indicative of the 

Assistant Commissioner’s belief that although the status of freedpeople had 

changed, their stature as manual laborers remained. Effectively he was 

maintaining the status quo, imploring that the “quiet demeanor, and industrious 

habits” of African-Americans also remained. O.O. Howard considered Colonel 

Whittlesey the most radical of all the original Assistant Commissioners, yet from 

the outset of his Bureau stewardship Whittlesey could not foresee the freedpeople 

performing anything other than agricultural laboring. This overt conservatism 

ensured that the Freedmen’s Bureau was always likely to exhibit a bias that 

favored the interests of employers.21

20 Ibid., p. 77.
21 “Circular No. 1, July 1, 1865,” Roll 20, BRFAL-NC (M843).
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Whittlesey’s words gave heart to a planter class that faced a postbellum 

world without the slaves they once owned as property, and had their entire social 

base challenged to the core. Planters and employers were haunted by the specter 

of a war that reshaped the entire socio-economic structure of society. Thus the 

central concern of Reconstruction for elite whites became the pursuit of a system 

that would counter the aspects of‘free-labor’ that threatened a limitation on their 

control over the labor supply. Preservation of the ‘peculiar institution’ had 

dictated their actions for years before the war, now with livelihoods at stake 

former masters moved to arrest any great social change that would damage then- 

class’ interests. The advancement of a more egalitarian society was considered a 

direct threat to their wellbeing and against this they erected a bulwark of 

opposition.

Agents on the ground thus had the twin difficulty of countering the 

posturing of a planter class in opposition to the program of Reconstruction whilst 

trying to establish the exact parameters of‘free-labor.’ The Bureau was always on 

the back foot and this coupled with permanent uncertainty over funding and the 

lifespan of the body placed agents’ chances of success at a great disadvantage.

The conservative elite on the other hand had the advantage of knowing their aims 

and objectives, those being to hold what they had.

During the summer of 1865 the most practical problem that Bureau agents 

faced was that of actually maintaining a presence on the ground. The Bureau 

appeared constantly stretched to its organizational limits and this was most 

damaging for attempted expansions throughout a state. During the early course of 

Reconstruction the Bureau therefore had little presence and this impacted upon 

its effectiveness. This lack of impression was evidenced by a conversation that 

John Richard Dennett conveyed in his account of a year travelling through the 

southern states, The South As It Is: 1865-1866 In September 1865 whilst

journeying through Randolph County (central North Carolina) Dennett 

happened upon a poor white farmer “about fifty years of age” who adamantly 

believed slavery had not ceased. Many “people of his acquaintance thought that
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the black ones would be re-enslaved, that they were not at present, and probably 

might never be, legally free.”22

Northern journalist Sidney Andrews noted a similar lack of federal 

progress in North Carolina a month later as he reflected upon three weeks of 

observations in the state. Andrews considered the plight of “Sambo” in Charlotte, 

western North Carolina. The journalist maintained that the black man’s “good 

disposition” was on account of “the fact that in many counties slavery still exists 

as a fact even if abolished as a name.” Andrews went on that North Carolina was 

so “large and sparsely settled” that “means of communicating with some sections 

are so unfavorable, that even the Freedmen’s Bureau has not yet found all the 

counties.” Over six months after the April cessation of hostilities in North 

Carolina slavery was still in effect in certain places. As the winter months drew 

in, the Freedmen’s Bureau could not lay claim to representation throughout the 

state. Remembering that the Bureau was originally designed as a one-year 

temporary measure created in March, this was extremely disappointing.23

Andrews’ assent that slavery was still in existence “as a fact even if 

abolished as a name” was corroborated by the reports of individual Bureau 

agents. One such official was a Lieutenant on duty at the Bureau sub-district of 

Weldon in northeastern North Carolina. In October Lieutenant Perminans 

reported that of the 25 000 freedpeople in his sub-district “a great portion” of 

them had not heard news “that they were free, except from inauthentic sources.” 

In fact slavery was found on certain plantations in almost “status quo 

antebellum” form. For those African-Americans fortunate enough to have learned 

of their freedom, conditions were not much better. They were held by their 

former masters in dread, and were “compelled to accept the alternative of 

laboring for next to nothing or starving.”24

22 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, W- 19-20; John R. Dennett, The South As It Is: 1865-1866, Edited, 
with an Introduction, by Henry M. Christman. (Athens, 1986), pp. 141-142.
23 Sidney Andrews, The South Since the War: As Shown by Fourteen Weeks of Travel and Observation in 
Georgia and the Carolinas: Abridged with a New Introduction by Heather Cox Richardson. (Baton Rouge, 
2004), p. 90.
24 Extract from Lt Perminans report of the sub district of Weldon taken from D. Chapp to [?], Oct. 
13, 1865, Roll 1, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
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Lieutenant Perminans’s account of the conditions under which African- 

Americans worked in that first fall of their “freedom,” also offered analysis of 

white society’s understanding of the labor question. Perminans wrote that white 

people “seem to entertain strange notions of the relations of labor to society.” 

Before the war he characterized their understanding as a belief that the black man 

was “obliged to work for nothing,” now in freedom the only difference was that 

the white man had “to pay for what they used to have for nothing.” Respect for 

African-American “personal liberty, personal security, and private property” was 

most certainly not part of the changed circumstances. Perminians was of the view 

that only the schooling of white North Carolinians in correct labor practices 

would effect change for the better. “I think the white-men need education nearly 

as much as the negro” he argued. Instruction was however only part of his 

intended remedy. A northern military presence was required in the South should 

the freedpeople stand a chance of living within a more equitable society, “nothing 

is more certain, than the removal of the military power would be to surrender the 

latter [those recently freed] to the worst form of oppression.”25

Within Perminans’s report there was clear indication of the mistreatment 

that would befall the freedpeople if a strong military presence were not 

maintained on the ground. In Weldon County Jail the Bureau agent found “eight 

Colored men half starved and nearly suffocated on account of the lack of air and 

the stench of accumulated filth.” Four of the freedmen had served over six weeks 

in the jail “for language muttered which their former masters termed insulting.” 

For the ‘crime’ of not affording their employers adequate respect these recently 

freed blacks were languishing within a prison that was both unbearably warm and 

unhygienic. Conditions were so bad in the building that “not even [their] 

excrement had been removed for four or five days, and there being no mineral the 

floor was [wet] and slimy.” It was not uncommon that speaking out against 

mistreatment could land a freedperson in trouble. Freedman Nick Butler 

complained to the Bureau in Wilmington that he was jailed “for words spoken 

against the white people.”26

25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.; “Statement of Nick Butler,” Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Only a sufficient federal presence in the guise of “military power” as 

Lieutenant Perminans suggested could keep in check the excesses of white 

conservatives. Yet the withdrawal of federal soldiers from the South was 

remarkably quick. By August 1865 less than a third of the Union troops stationed 

within North Carolina during the war remained, and by September their number 

had fallen as low as approximately 9 000; a year later the figure was as low as 2 

000. The troop presence in the Old North State was thus “always too small to 

interfere very much.” Although small in number their presence was felt and 

resented by many North Carolinian whites. The role of the United States Army at 

the end of the war had changed overnight from that of holding a conquered land 

to that of peacekeeping, and wartime memories were not soon forgotten. Instead 

of maintaining a presence that was effective enough to ensure southern 

compliance the federal army was actually moving toward a position in which it 

was ineffectual. All the while Union troops remained in the state much of the 

white population considered this provocative. Federal commanders had thus 

managed to strike a balance where the army was unwelcome but also without 

sufficient manpower to remain effective.27

Union troops had reached out the hand of friendship at the war’s end. 

Former Confederate commander in the state Joseph E. Johnston observed that 

US soldiers treated the civilian population “as they would have done those of 

Ohio or New York.” Mark Bradley notes that many Confederate veterans 

“responded favorably to the bluecoats’ friendly overtures.” However there 

remained a section of the white North Carolinian population who were “defiantly 

irreconcilable.” Tar Heel women were slow to welcome the federal presence, and 

expressed this by an outright rejection of the company of military men clad in 

blue. Demonstrative of white women’s hostility to the Union army was the 

writings of Cornelia Phillips Spencer. Spencer’s history The Last Ninety Days of the 

War in North Carolina (1866) “articulated the frustration” that whites within the

27 Troops figures for North Carolina cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 9; Franklin, 
Reconstruction After the Civil War, p. 35; Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 9.
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state felt. Though women were especially exercised by the federal presence, male 

annoyance at the existence of troops was also in evidence.28

Armand DeRosset of Wilmington was representative of such opinion. He 

wrote to his son Louis Henry DeRosset on August 9, 1865 decrying “our once 

happy sunny South, once happy, but now the present and future to us is anything 

but pleasant.” The cause for this distress he lay at the feet of an “overwhelming 

military despotism” continuing in his hyperbolic vein he anticipated “a worse fate 

than the tyrannical Czars of Russia ever accorded to conquered Poland on the 

Poles, whom we have been taught to sympathize with from our youth upward.”29

What particularly galled white Tar Heels about the Union army’s 

occupation was the presence of black soldiers. The image of African-Americans 

in their bluecoats, brandishing rifles and keeping the peace was anathema to 

conservative white sensibility. Consequently many were charged with insolence 

and brutality, but worst of all with fueling talk of equality, both political and 

social among the freedpeople. White North Carolinians “found the presence of 

any black soldiers intolerable.” The large numbers of white soldiers that departed 

the state after the war magnified such sentiment. At times the tensions between 

black soldiers and white North Carolinians erupted into violence like in July- 

August 1865 at Wilmington and New Bern where the police engaged troops in 

fighting and both sides charged the other with provocation. The discipline of 

black soldiers in the state was “comparable with that of white regiments” and 

varied from unit to unit. These troops committed rapes, murders and looted but 

hostile conservative newspaper reporting of black outrages was always more 

sensational. A conservative press would never accept the ignominy of black forces 

as occupiers. Governor William W. Holden was so moved by the levels of 

resentment that black troops faced in the state that he asked President Andrew 

Johnson to withdraw African-American troops from towns on account of their

28 Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 47-52; John Inscoe, “To Do Justice to North Carolina: The 
War’s End according to Cornelia Phillis Spencer, Zebulon B. Vance, and David L. Swain.” Paul 
D. Escott ed., North Carolinians in the Era of the Civil War and Reconstruction. (Chapel Hill, 2008), p. 
130.
29 The DeRossets were a wealthy family from Wilmington. A. DeRosset to L. DeRosset, Aug. 9, 
1865, DeRosset Family Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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impact upon race relations. This was heeded and on September 20, 1865, as 

General George C. Meade Commander of the Military Division of the Atlantic 

mustered all black soldiers in the state out of populated areas.30

Federal troops whether black or white were ultimately viewed with distrust 

and dislike by white North Carolinians, no matter what efforts were made for 

reconciliation. The planter class wanted a reliable and cheap labor force to work 

their plantations, whilst other white Tar Heels were concerned that ‘law and 

order,’ that is white supremacist ‘law and order,’ should return. This could not 

take place as long as the US army remained in the South, only once the troops left 

would white southerners feel they could act with the freedom they desired. If the 

presence of the United States army was the most identifiable reminder of the 

Confederate defeat, the establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau as another arm 

of the federal government served the same purpose in the eyes of many white 

North Carolinians. The Freedmen’s Bureau Resented and understaffed just like 

the army’s occupation, and was struggling to establish its presence.

The notion that the Bureau aligned its agents and officials with African- 

Americans was propagated by white conservatives, those with most to lose from 

the changed status of slaves. Zebulon Vance, the wartime Governor of North 

Carolina summed up conservative thinking on emancipation. In his Duties of 

Defeat address, Vance complained that the “almost immediate 

emancipation.. .without one moment’s preparation, of either themselves or their 

masters, for the great change, is unprecedented, and brings us with breathless 

haste, face to face, with some of the most startling and dangerous questions of the 

age.” This racist understanding of emancipation remained the conventional 

wisdom amongst conservatives for a considerable period. A delve into Joseph 

Gregorie de Roulhac Hamilton’s history of North Carolina demonstrates the 

longevity of the views in the southern mindset. De Roulhac Hamilton charged 

agents in North Carolina with agitating the freedpeople, and reserved particular 

venom for the Bureau’s handling of the labor question. His accusations were 

leveled against the role of agents in employer-employee disputes and claimed that 

the provision of the Bureau made life so easy for the former slaves that work

30 Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 47-48, 58-59, 62-64; Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 12.
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“seemed too irksome” to contemplate. De Roulhac Hamilton’s devotion to the 

cause of the employers went so far that he maintained violence inflicted against 

the freedpeople was not a “remarkable fact” considering the altered social 

landscape. “Far from making labor conditions satisfactory” the exertions of the 

Bureau in the eyes of Hamilton had a detrimental effect on relations and it was 

not until Redemption that the “natural laws” governing labor returned to their 

accustomed position.31

De Roulhac Hamilton’s empathy with the planter class was borne out of 

an indignation that freedpeople stood up for their interests as laborers by bringing 

complaints before the Bureau. The racist hegemony of the Dunning School’s 

interpretation of Reconstruction was not dissimilar to the mindset of employers 

who fought all attempts to alter labor relations. These elite whites considered the 

“much petted... sons of africa’s [sic] soil” a “lazy, thieving, potentially 

dangerous, depraved race” far from the political equal of the white man. This 

mindset held that the true position of the black man was that of a slave, and gave 

rise to the argument that unless African-Americans were forced into labor they 

would refuse and become mired in a life of crime. North Carolinian G.F. Granger 

wrote to Thaddeus Stevens that the former slave was a “thief by nature” who lied 

more easily “and naturally than an honest man breathes.” Granger’s bottom line 

was that the freedmen 11 will not work” thus in the eyes of the many who thought 

like him, compelling work from the former slaves was the logical step. This 

translated for many employers into their refusal to acknowledge the end of 

slavery. This position was not, however, sustainable, and former masters turned 

back to coercion.32

When the tactic of denying the changed status of former slaves was no 

longer practical, certain planters simply refused paying the freedpeople laboring 

under them. Assistant Commissioner Whittlesey informed O.O. Howard that 

thousands of freedpeople petitioned the nearest Bureau official during the fall of

31 Zebulon Vance, The Duties of Defeat: An Address Delivered before the Two Literary Societies of the 
University of North Carolina, June 7th, 1866, By Ex-Gov. Zebulon Baird Vance. (Raleigh, 1866), p. 6; De 
Roulhac Hamilton, “The Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina.” pp. 12-13.
32 A. DeRosset to L. DeRosset, Aug. 9, 1865, DeRosset family Papers; Opinion that the blacks are 
not the equal of whites taken from Goldsboro Daily News cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 
33; G. F. Granger cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 33.
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1865 with concerns over the payment of wages. In August agents at Rowan 

County dealt with twenty-one such cases per day. The Assistant Superintendent 

at Kinston Samuel P. Fowler Jr. found that “the most frequent cause of 

complaint comes from colored men, whose wages and crops due them are 

wrongfully kept back by the whites.”33

In Nash County freedwoman Violet Todd swore before J. F. Allison, 

(Assistant Superintendent at Rocky Mount) that she had labored on the farm of 

Mr. H.H. Todd without receiving financial compensation. From May 1, until 

September 25, 1865 Violet Todd had worked on the agreement that “if I would 

stay and work [on the farm] I should have part of the crop.” Todd maintained her 

part of the accord, but was suddenly let go “about the 25th of September” after she 

was informed there was “no further use” for her services. The freedwoman was 

left without the part of the crop promised her, or “any other remuneration” for 

her work. Todd’s predicament was a familiar story as Bureau agents such as 

Allison were inundated with complaints concerning the excesses of employers.34

Not all planters navigated labor control in the postbellum North Carolina 

with a virulent resistance to the changed social landscape. In the western part of 

the state at Greensboro by the fall of 1865 “everything” was “working smoothly.” 

Bureau agent Asa Teal was “succeeding very well in making settlements” and the 

former slave owners “as a general thing seem[ed] disposed to pay the laborers for 

their services.” Colonel Jasper Packard, charged with overall command of the 

western district of the Bureau in the state, commented on November 30, 1865 

that, the “temper of the Planters & whites generally toward the blacks, seems to 

be good & forbearing.” Such planters were in significant numbers across the 

South. John Rodrigue’s work on Louisiana has shown that many employers 

“adjusted to free labor with surprising equanimity.” Rodrigue commented that 

often planters realized that “freedmen worked better when treated as free people

33 Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 101; S. Fowler to F. Seely, Dec. 30, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL- 
NC (Ml909).
34 Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, pp. 64-65; “Affidavit of Violet Todd Freedwoman, 
Rocky Mount, August 18th 1866,” Roll 56, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of the 
Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the District of West North Carolina, 
Commanded by Col Jasper Packard, Nov 30th 1865,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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and not as slaves.” They quickly came to terms with the changed postwar realities 

and maneuvered their position accordingly.35

At Salisbury on December 30, 1865 Clinton A. Cilley, Superintendent of 

the body in the West of the state wrote to Fred Beecher informing him that, “I 

think perhaps two thirds of the whites are willing to do well by their former 

slaves.” Furthermore he noted that at “least three fourths of the whites are willing 

to employ the Blacks.” If the figures that Cilley quoted gave cause for optimism 

that 1866 could yield an even greater acceptance for the new laboring relations, 

his caveat concerning the reasoning for such acceptance did not. The 

Superintendent went on in his correspondence, “when I say two thirds of the 

whites are willing to do well by the Blacks, I mean they are willing to do so, 

under the advice and authority of the Bureau.” Remembering that the body was 

created in March of that year as a temporary measure, intended to last one year 

only, the indications were not positive for ‘free-labor’s’ survival. Were “the 

Bureau discontinued, under present indications the Blacks would be no better off 

than before the war.” Cilley maintained that there were not “one hundred men 

that I know of in this District who would deal out what I call justice to the Blacks, 

unless for the Bureau.”36

Colonel Cilley’s report indicated that on certain issues Bureau officials 

“met with the decided approbation” of both planters and the civil authorities. In 

conversation with “some prominent citizens” Cilley found that they considered 

the Bureau was “working well and to their satisfaction.” This elite class was 

especially taken by the Bureau’s efforts “to suppress vagrancy and punish 

larceny.” The Bureau had proven so effective in this regard “very few cases of 

that sort” were now committed. The Superintendent’s pronouncements highlight 

the power invested within each agent and official by the Freedmen’s Bureau. 

Instead of provoking disharmony with elite whites, Cilley evidently curried favor 

from the planter class and sought acceptance of the federal government in this 

fashion. The tactic of courting the acceptance of “prominent” white citizens in

35 Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, p. 65; “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of 
Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the Sub District of Greensboro N.C., Commanded by 
Asa Teal, Supt Freedmen, Nov 28th 1865,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
36 C. Cilley to [F. Beecher], Dec. 30, 1865, Roll 57, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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western North Carolina was indicative of the dangers associated with the 

investment of considerable powers in the hands of individual Bureau agents.3'

Colonel Eli Whittlesey wrote to O.O. Howard on the subject of officials 

taking matters into their own hands in January 1866. He complained that many 

filling Bureau offices within North Carolina “were unfit for the duties required, 

not being able to comprehend that a negro can be a free man, or can have any 

rights which a white man is bound to respect. ” Whittlesey was particularly 

concerned with the employment of native white North Carolinians in the Bureau. 

This group of agents was required on account of the associated difficulties with 

filling vacancies. The expressed opinions of Yankee war hero Colonel Cilley, 

however, indicate that northern carpetbagger officials were often just as guilty of 

letting racial prejudices affect their decision making. With a sweeping statement 

at the end of a report Cilley bemoaned that African-Americans as a race were 

profligate. “I anticipate great suffering among them this winter, they are so 

[improvident], some of them even selling their supplies of grain to buy red topped 

boots and gaudy colored clothing.” Using anecdotal evidence that certain 

freedpeople had squandered finances during their adjustment from slavery to 

freedom, the Superintendent belittled an entire people.38

Paul Ortiz explained in Emancipation Betrayed that northerners coming 

south helped contribute “to an emerging white consensus that the economic 

expansion of Florida depended on the subjugation of black labor.” Ortiz pointed 

the finger at northerners just as much as southerners for considering independent 

African-American laborers “a threat to [the] economic development” of the 

South. Where Bureau operatives like Cilley could both express the need for 

changed labor relations and doublespeak a language of conciliation with those 

hoping for oppression of former slaves the body stood little chance of effecting 

significant change in labor relations. As Karin Zipf s work has also shown, the

37 Ibid.
38 Whittlesey cited in Hahn et al., Land and Labor, p. 194; Paul D. Escott, “Clinton A. Cilley, 
Yankee War Hero in the Postwar South: A Study in the Compatibility of Regional Values.” North 
Carolina Historical Review 6%, no. 4 (Oct., 1991), pp. 404-26; C. Cilley, to F. Beecher, Dec. 30,
1865, Roll 57, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Bureau was at times as guilty as any in apprenticing black children to white to 

maintain the economic status quo.39

The apparently successful efforts toward rapprochement with ‘prominent 

citizens’ on the part of Colonel Cilley in the west stood in stark contrast to the 

Bureau’s record in other parts of the state over the labor question. Northern 

journalist Sidney Andrews noted for instance that after surveying affairs in central 

North Carolina he found “much hostility” evidenced against the Bureau “more 

hereabouts than I found in the western part of the State.” The reason for this 

acrimony according to Andrews was the body’s interference “with the regular 

operations of labor.” Claiming that he had heard this phrase “from several 

different persons,” Andrews surmised that this owed to farmers and planters 

disposal “to retain their old relations to the negroes.” At Duplin County the local 

police demonstrated their opposition to ‘the regular operations of labor’ as 

“armed enemies.” Bureau agent Lt Beadle at Wilmington complained that the 

Duplin police were using force against “the rights and property of Freed people,” 

sending the explicit message that the acquisition of property was too much for the 

local white population to bear. “Ownership invited hostility and harassment” 

Sharon Ann Holt informs us. She explains that great care was often taken by the 

former slaves “not to flaunt their landowning” on account of the resentment 

provoked in white communities by this display of empowerment.40

The Old North State appeared almost partitioned over the labor question. 

The west of the state differed greatly from eastern areas (with a higher population 

of African-Americans) on receptiveness to ‘free-labor’ ideology. The higher the 

number of former slaves in an area the more effort was required should the 

Bureau’s remit of instituting northern labor ideals succeed. Andrew Coats writing 

from Washington County in early 1866 contended “I find the Farmers more 

disposed to hire laborers than the Laborers are disposed to work this is no doubt 

owing to a difference of opinion in relation to wages the laborers demanding

39 Paul Ortiz, Emancipation Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black Organizing and White Violence in 
Florida from Reconstruction to the Bloody Election of1820. (Berkeley, 2005), pp. 16-17; Karin Zipf, 
Labor of Innocents: Forced Apprenticeship inNorth Carolina, 1715-1919. (Baton Rouge, 2005), p. 68-83.
40 Andrews, The South Since the War, p. 85; W. Beadle to F. Beecher, Feb. 12, 1866, Roll 68, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909); Holt, Making Freedom Pay, pp. 88, 93.
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more than the Employers are inclined to give.” In the east of the state where there 

was not the same success as Cilley and other Bureau agents in the west had 

reported, the legacy of large numbers of slaves on plantations resonated. Large 

numbers of freedpeople possessed the power to withstand and frustrate the 

intentions of employers. In piedmont North Carolina white families had owned 

what Larry E. Tise described as “small coteries” of slaves, and like the west of the 

state had “never become fully convinced that their lives and livelihoods depended 

upon the institution.” The ratio of white to black in these areas never posed the 

perceived threat that was the case in the east.41

Whether Bureau agents sought conciliation and a degree of acceptance 

from elite whites, or whether they provoked the wrath of white communities, by 

the end of 1865 the thought that the body was “acting as the Black man’s next 

friend” was widespread. The very presence of the federal body on the ground and 

Whittlesey’s mention of a ‘great social revolution’ was perturbing for those who 

wished for little deviation from the status quo. Alarmed at the reach of the agency 

into the state, elite whites sought leverage in their battle to regain control of labor 

relations. They were afforded a significant boost with the election of a 

“fundamentally conservative member of the elite,” Jonathan Worth (of Randolph 

County), to the position of state Governor in the fall of 1865. Worth had served 

as treasurer in the Provisional Government but had fallen out with Governor 

Holden over payment of North Carolina’s war debt. When the gubernatorial 

election was held in November Worth went head to head with the incumbent 

William Holden. Worth secured a victory by a margin of 31 643 votes to 25 704 

appealing to conservative sentiment in the state. The result indicated a clear 

divergence of opinion within the state. Where prewar secessionist sentiment was 

most fervent and where postwar labor relations acrimony was strongest Worth 

comfortably carried the day. In the west of the state, where Unionist voices were 

loudest and where Bureau agents had experienced less issues over the labor 

question a more acquiescent feeling was apparent. The split opinion, however,

41 A. Coats to F. Seely, Jan. 2, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Tise cited in Brown, Southern 
Outcast, p. 86.
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counted for little when the votes were counted as Worth’s election provided 

conservative forces in the Tar Heel State with a considerable fillip.42

Conservative resurgence was most clearly demonstrated with the passing 

of the infamous Black Codes at this time. The Black Codes were enacted across 

the South and were “abhorred” by northern Republicans. Michael Fitzgerald 

rightly points out that in “some generally unnoticed respects, the codes extended 

important freedoms to the emancipated slaves,” for example the ffeedpeople were 

afforded the right to sue and be sued, they could now also sign contracts, own 

property and marry. The design of the codes was such, however, that any 

potential advantages given the former slaves were negated by the racially 

discriminatory legal system that was also introduced. In North Carolina the 

Codes were fashioned as they were in the other southern states, by the 

constitutional convention that took place at the end of 1865. The North 

Carolinian Convention appointed a commission to consider the laws governing 

ffeedpeople in the aftermath of slavery’s abolition and heard back from them by 

way of a report in January 1866.43

Drawing upon the logic that honesty was not a common trait of the 

ffeedpeople, the commission argued that only “fair” laws could redress the 

failings of a race. Yet wary of the Northern ire provoked by the introduction of 

Black Codes in other states, particularly Mississippi and South Carolina, the 

commission only proposed one bill out of nine that dealt specifically with 

“Negroes, Indians and persons of color and mixed blood.” Eric Foner notes that 

whilst the language of the Blacks Codes changed in the aftermath of the furious 

northern reaction to the provisions passed elsewhere, “the underlying purpose” of 

the measures did not. All other provisions were supposedly applicable to all 

citizens regardless of ethnic background. African-Americans were, however, 

implicitly targeted. After two months deliberation upon the report North 

Carolina’s constitutional convention succeeded in passing a set of laws ensuring

42 Andrews, The South Since the War, p. 85; Paul D. Escott, Many Excellent People: Power and 
Privilege in North Carolina, 1850-1900. (Chapel Hill, 1985), p. 29.
43 Heather C. Richardson, The Death of Reconstruction: Race Labor, and Politics in the Post-Civil War 
North, 1865-1901. (Cambridge, 2001), p. 28; Michael Fitzgerald, Splendid Failure: Postwar 
Reconstruction in the American South. (Chicago, 2007), pp. 31-32; Alexander, North Carolina Faces, 
pp. 40, 49.
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that the state’s freed slave population were kept in a legally inferior position. 

Amongst the measures passed were the outlawing of intermarriage, and 

restrictions against African-Americans testifying in court. Limitation was even 

placed on the freedpeople’s right to move around freely. Blacks were barred from 

owning a firearm, whilst the very intent of a black man to rape a white woman 

was punishable by the death penalty.44

A section of North Carolina’s Black Code dealt with apprenticeships. 

Although legislators had aimed at maintaining the facade of racial equality with 

the expressed provision that all masters discharged duties to white apprentices the 

same as to black, the freedpeople were again discriminated against. It was 

disallowed that a white girl could serve an apprenticeship beyond the age of 18. A 

black girl on the other hand could face apprenticeship until her twenty-first 

birthday. In a definite legacy of slavery County courts were empowered with the 

allowance of preferential treatment for former masters in binding out their 

onetime slaves. The state’s vagrancy law passed without any racial overtone in its 

wording, but provided a court discretion in determining the sentence placed upon 

those guilty of the crime. No limits were enshrined as to the length of time a 

vagrant could spend in jail, or upon the fine they could receive. Both the explicit 

and implicit provisions enacted in early 1866 were part of attempts by 

conservative white North Carolinas to reestablish conditions close to slavery in 

the state.45

Freedmen’s Bureau officials were keenly aware of the assault that the 

Black Code made on both the federal authority within the state and the rights that 

freedpeople were now entitled to. Colonel Cilley in the west of the state argued 

that the passage of the Black Code evidenced the “wish” of white elites “to 

impress it thoroughly on the Blacks that they are inferior, and must be kept by 

law.” Colonel Whittlesey agreed with such a summation of affairs and worried 

that should the Bureau or northern troops be withdrawn from the state that the 

white population would “re-establish slavery just as it was before.” In light of the 

discriminatory measures passed by state authorities, the wish of agents such as

44 Ibid., pp. 40, 49-50; Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 199-200.
45 Alexander, North Carolina Faces, pp. 45-46.
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Cilley to seek conciliation with “prominent” citizens was worrisome for the 

former slaves. Furthermore there was often a lack of empathy shown by certain 

Bureau officials toward the ffeedpeople. George Hawley mused that the “great 

majority of them [ffeedpeople] are slow, and somewhat reluctant to understand” 

the new system of ‘free-labor.’ Contending that most held to “the idea that to be 

free was all that was necessary,” Hawley complained that in their freedom the 

former slaves were happy to rely upon others for their welfare. He claimed that 

the ffeedpeople looked “forward to some great benefit, which was to come to 

them in some indefinite manner without any exertion on their part.” Hawley’s 

comments were indicative of northern ‘free-labor’s’ unsuitability for the everyday 

challenges facing the former slaves. As those recently emancipated struggled to 

navigate the contours of wage earning, they did so in a market where former 

masters were quick to take advantage of their naivety. As well as this they were 

also confronted with the practical demands of self-provision. It was not that the 

majority of those emancipated were “reluctant” and unwilling to provide for 

themselves, instead the material means at their disposal were insufficient to 

sustain a living. The federal government’s outright rejection of‘forty acres and a 

mule’ had ensured this. A Bureau agent such as Hawley’s failure to comprehend 

the predicament of the ffeedpeople indicates the inadequacy of the laissez faire 

‘free-labor’ doctrine preached by the body.46

Overtones of O.O. Howard’s discouragement of former slaves relying 

upon ‘charity’ are present in Hawley’s disinclination to the ffeedpeople receiving 

welfare; as are the sentiments of the great anti-slavery orator and “foremost 

Negro American of the nineteenth century,” Frederick Douglass. Douglass had 

turned his consideration to the work of Reconstruction as early as 1862, and was 

realistic in his prediction that once the ‘peculiar institution’ had ended African- 

Americans faced a difficult future. He advocated that “the best way to help them 

[the ffeedpeople] is just to let them help themselves... our duty is done better by 

not hindering than by helping our fellow-men.” Furthermore Douglass was 

withering of northern benevolent efforts and believed it was best that the 

ffeedpeople be left to their own devices. The former slave turned abolitionist

46 Ibid., pp. 49-50; G. Hawley to S. Moore, Oct. 24, 1866, Roll 33, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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champion advised “[don’t] meddle with him, nor trouble yourselves with any 

questions as to what shall be done with him,” instead leave him to labor, learn 

and vote. Douglass promoted a “doctrine of self-reliance,” believing that 

governmental interference in the lives of freedpeople should be minimal. “Give 

him wages for his work, and let hunger pinch him if he don’t work.” The 

progression of the war altered Douglass’ thoughts on how the government best 

deal with those emancipated and David Blight comments that Douglass gave 

greater consideration to the role of “government philanthropy... [however] his 

commitment to laissez-faire individualism” never waned.47

Douglass’ advocacy of self-reliance was presupposed upon a fair and equal 

justice system. Using the platform of the Douglass Monthly he urged those who 

would assume the task of legislating on Reconstruction not to “pass laws to 

degrade” the freedpeople. If the adoption of Black Codes rendered a state of 

social and political inequality, it was therefore unrealistic to expect that the black 

man be left to ‘help himself’ If a more equitable labor system was to come south, 

Bureau regulation through proactive measures was necessary. One proactive 

initiative that the body tried to bring about was the introduction of a contract 

system. Prior to the Civil War the use of contracts was foreign to masters and 

their slaves in Dixie. Agricultural laboring north of Mason Dixon had, however, 

made ample use of such documents, which specified “the relationship of workers 

to individual employers.” The introduction of contracts to southern society was 

thus integral in conveying ‘free-labor’ south. Paul Cimbala explains that through 

the use of contracts “the Bureau expected to reassure dubious white employers 

and cautious black employees that ‘free-labor’ agriculture would succeed.” Agent 

George Hawley was adamant that both planters and freedmen see the benefits of 

the new system. After “I located my office [in Murfreesboro]... I visited different 

parts of the Subdistrict, and addressed the people. [I] advised the freed people to 

obtain steady employment, and make contracts for a year, at fair wages, and 

thereby secure homes and guaranteeing fruitful performance of all stipulations... I

47 Waldo E. Martin, The Mind of Frederick Douglass. (Chapel Hill, 1984), p. xi; David W. Blight, 
Frederick Douglass Civil War: Keeping Faith in Jubilee. (Baton Rouge, 1991), pp. 177-78; “What Shall 
Be Done with the Slaves If Emancipated?” Douglass Monthly, Jan. 1862, cited in Frederick 
Douglass, The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass, Volume 3 The Civil War, 1861-1865. Edited by 
Philip S. Foner. (New York, 1975), pp. 188-90.
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also advised the late owners and masters to come to a full understanding with 

their late servants, to treat them kindly and justly, pay them well, & to enter into 

permanent Contracts.”48

The policies adopted by Bureau Commissioner O.O. Howard had infused 

local agents like Hawley with this zeal for contracting on ‘fair’ and ‘just’ terms.

On July 25, 1865 Howard issued General Order 129 which stated “neither whites 

nor blacks will be restrained from seeking employment elsewhere when they 

cannot obtain it at just compensation at their homes, and when not bound by 

voluntary agreement,” both races were permitted to travel “from place to place on 

proper and legitimate business.” Steven Hahn etal. describe General Order 129 as 

“a harbinger of... the centerpiece of Republican Reconstruction policy - equality 

before the law.” Howard and the Bureau authorities thus stressed, “that labor 

contracts, once made, were binding.” The conventional wisdom of northern ‘free- 

labor’ ideology dictated that in this instance of equality before the law planter and 

freed person would agree a contract advantageous to both parties. In reality the 

outworking of such theory was far removed from this utopian ideal.49

Southern white employers had suddenly transitioned to a world where 

African-Americans were supposedly equal and this flew in the face of the racial 

supremacist theory that had conditioned the mindset of masters. The “basic 

stereotypes” of the antebellum slave drew upon “an implicit belief in the negro’s 

racial difference” and inferiority to the white man. Whether the slave was 

portrayed as the “loyal contented” ‘Sambo’ of southern literature, or a “vengeful, 

barbarous, and malicious” savage, his contrast to white southerners was striking. 

Such thinking was difficult to dislodge and though the political and social 

landscape was altered, changing the mentality of former masters was far from a 

fait accompli. Former masters contended that freedom was a dangerous state for

48 Foner, The Life and Writings, p. 189; James D. Schmidt claims that contracts drew upon “a long 
agrarian tradition” in the antebellum North. James D. Schmidt, ‘“Neither Slavery nor Involuntary 
Servitude’: Free Labor and American Law, Ca. 1815-1880.” Ph.D. dissertation Rice University, 
1992, pp. ii, 50; Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, p. 131; G. Hawley to S. Moore, Oct. 24, 1866, 
Roll 33, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
49 General Order 129 only applied to affairs governed by the military authorities, nevertheless its 
significance for the South cannot be underestimated, see Steven Hahn, etal. eds., Freedom: A 
Documentary History of Emancipation, 1861-1867: Series III, Volume I: Land and Labor, 1865. (Chapel 
Hill, 2009), p. 189.
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African-Americans. Most white employers remained convinced that only a “large 

dose of externally imposed discipline and constraint” would reap a harvest. There 

was a belief that “unless... compelled to work” those of color were “liable to lapse 

into barbarism.” Therefore a strong and effective Bureau was required to facilitate 

evenhanded contract negotiations between planters (who held the capital and a 

significant advantage in bargaining) and the former slaves.50

Both parties, the employer and employee, required instruction in the 

workings of contracts. Colonel Cilley in the west of the state advised in early 1866 

that Bureau agents negotiating contracts should use their “best endeavors to 

induce whites & blacks to enter into written contracts for labor for the present 

year.” O.O. Howard likened the Bureau office within each sub-district to a 

school. “To the ffeedmen, the Bureau office in this way became a school in which 

he learned the first practical business lessons of life” he claimed. It was therefore 

armed with an educatory zeal that agents like George Hawley travelled 

throughout their districts proselytizing the message of contracts. The take up for 

the contract system was disappointing. Planters and employers were reluctant to 

enter into regulated agreements with their former slaves, and those recently 

emancipated were hesitant to trust the intentions of their former masters. Colonel 

Whittlesey corresponded with General Howard on this statewide problem.

“There is yet much trouble in some parts of the State upon the labor and contract 

question. It is not that the ffeedmen will not work, nor the land-owners do not 

desire laborers. Labor is in demand at good wages. But the two parties cannot 

agree as to terms. The employer wants assurances that his workmen will not 

strike or desert him, when the crop is in its most critical state. Therefore he 

proposes to keep back one half or two thirds the wages promised to the end of the 

year. He will not hire by the month. The laborer says ‘you fool me long enough... 

you promise but never pay... Dis chile aint gwine be fooled any more’... 

Therefore they refuse to contract by the year.” Whittlesey went on in his 

correspondence that reports from the Western District of the state were “more 

favorable.” There, ffeedmen were making yearly contracts on fair terms, and race

50 Michael Hatt, ‘“Making a Man of Him’: Masculinity and the Black Body in Mid Nineteenth 
Century American Sculpture.” Oxford Art Journal 15, no. 1 (1992), p. 22; John W. Blassingame, 
The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South. (New York, 1979), pp. 230-231;
Roark, Masters Without Slaves, p. 163; Hahn et al., Land and Labor, p. 183.
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relations were considered “good.” Whittlesey’s comments in The Report of the 

Joint Committee on Reconstruction, flagged similar difficulties in introducing the 

contract system. Although Bureau officers were commended for their good work 

visiting plantations, explaining “the difference between slave and free labor... and 

the solemn obligation of contracts,” they were not successful in getting this 

message through. “The chief difficulty met with has been a confidence between 

the two parties. The employer, accustomed only to the system of compulsory 

labor, is slow to believe that he can secure fruitful service by the stimulus of 

wages. The laborer is unwilling to trust the promises of those for whom he has 

toiled all his days without pay; hence but few contracts for long periods have been 

effected.”51

A lack of confidence on the part of both the employer and the employee 

thus beset the transportation of this alien contract system into North Carolina, 

and across the South. The reservations expressed by former masters that the 

freedpeople could only labor under the lash of slavery, and that freedom was 

unhealthy for their productivity was repudiated in the reports of Bureau officials 

from Appalachia to the eastern seaboard. At Ashville in the west of the state 

freedpeople were described as “very industrious” and the Bureau agent there,

P.E. Murphy, commented that, “the Freedmen all seem to be at work and 

[laboring].” At Morganton, Major H.D. Norton, commented that freedmen were 

“laboring faithfully and diligently.” Over in the east at Plymouth C.W. Dodge 

maintained, “It is not true as some have asserted that, ‘the negro will not work 

unless he is compelled to.’ It cannot be said that vagrancy abounds, few indeed 

are the cases which have come under my notice.” At Weldon County Lieutenant 

Perminians commented that he had found “the negroes disposed to be 

industrious.”52

51 C. Cilley to [?], Feb. 5, 1866, Roll 56, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Howard cited in Cimbala, The 
Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 65; Whittlesey cited in Hahn et al., Land and Labor, pp. 962-64; United 
States, Report of the Joint Committee on Reconstruction: At the First Session Thirty-Ninth Congress. 
(Washington, 1866), p. 189.
52 “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the 
Western Part of North Carolina, Ashville, Commanded by P.E. Murphy, August 21st 1866,” Roll 
60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Report of the Condition of the Freedmen and Operations of the 
Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub District of Ashville NC under the charge of PE Murphy for the 15 
days ending October 15th 1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Monthly Report of the
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The case was even put forward by some, that African-Americans were 

harder workers than whites. It was the opinion of TheFreedmen’sRecord 

(published in New England by abolitionists) that, “of those who are equally poor, 

and equally destitute, the white person will be the one to sit down in forlorn and 

languid helplessness, and eat the bread of charity, while the negro will be 

tinkering at something, in his rude way, to hammer a living.” The musings of 

northern abolitionists, whether or not true in their summation that the black man 

was more willing to work that the white man, indicated that freedpeople were 

keen to find work. The reports of Bureau officials had drawn the same 

conclusion. The acquiescence of the former slaves to labor faithfully was not met 

with reciprocal good faith from employers. Bureau records are filled with the 

complaints of freedpeople seeking redress for non-payment for labor. At 

Wilmington the offices of the Bureau were inundated with complaints like that of 

freedwoman Amanda Laura who complained “that a Mr Mote owes her for 

services rendered to the amount of $250 which he will not pay.” Similarly woman 

of color, Mary Holden, complained that a Mrs. Henry defaulted on payment for 

two weeks work “at the rate of four dollars per month.”53

In theory a contract system appeared the best way for the freedpeople to 

achieve protection from such excesses by employers. The contracts offered by 

Eureau agents were, however, insufficient in the support that they afforded 

laborers. Roberta Alexander maintained that contracts were “probably the most 

effective means white employers used to ensure themselves a subservient labor 

force.” It should be noted that the contracts the Bureau sanctioned were little 

afferent from those that employers forced upon a labor supply with little by 

neans of an effective bargaining position.34

A contract signed on January 1, 1866 in Nash County witnessed freedman 

lurrel Harrison agree to work on the farm of J. P. Jenkins for the duration of a

Condition of Freedmen, and the Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, the Sub Dist of 
Morganton NC, Commanded by Major H.D. Norton June 28th 1866,” Roll 61, BRFAL-NC 
(dl909); C. Dodge to [?], Feb. 5, 1866, Roll 56, BRFAL-NC (M1909);
Ixtract from Lt Perminans report of the sub district of Weldon taken from D. Chapp to [?], Oct. 
B, 1865, Roll 1, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
5 The Freedmen’s Record 1, no. 9. Sept., 1865, p. 142; “Complaint of Freedwoman Amanda 
laura,” Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
5 Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 104.
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year. Jenkins agreed to pay Harrison the sum of “one hundred & twenty dollars” 

and provide boarding. Within the agreement there was the specific stipulation 

that Harrison “do all his work faithfully & be respectful in his deportment.” This 

Bureau-maintained contract placed the language of subservience at the heart of 

the relationship between freed slave and his employer. It was by no means alone 

in calling for strict adherence to the instructions of an employer. Within the 

contract made between Kemp P. Battle of Wake County and his laborers there 

was an understanding that workers “strictly obey and respect the Superintendent, 

to go to work and quit work at his signals.” Most Bureau contracts included such 

provision.5"

The acquiescence of Bureau agents to the wishes of employers in including 

caveats that secured ‘faithful’ and ‘respectful’ labor was aimed at achieving elite 

compliance with the contract system. Peter Bardaglio rightly points out that the 

Bureau’s “main concern was to stabilize agricultural production and get former 

slaves back to work in the fields.” Just as the Union army had displayed a clear 

preference that former slaves labored on the sites where they had worked during 

servitude, the Bureau followed in this precedent. The federal government 

demonstrated little willingness to upset southern conventions and once again 

Whittlesey’s rhetoric of a ‘great social revolution’ appeared hollow. Freedpeople 

were thus expected to return to plantations and do so with more than a healthy 

respect for their employers. The idea that freedpeople might better themselves out 

of labor agreements seemed like an afterthought for Bureau agent Clinton Cilley 

at Salisbury. Corresponding with officials in the west of the state he urged agents 

in February 1866 “to induce whites & blacks to enter into written contracts for 

labor for the present year.” This he said would allow “blacks to live comfortably 

& if possible to have something at the end of the year.” More concerned with the 

‘normal’ functioning of labor, the head of the Bureau in western North Carolina, 

foresaw only the possibility that former slaves might better their lot in life.56

55 “Contract between J. P. Jenkins & Burrel Harrison, Jan 1st 1866,” Roll 56, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml909); “Contract for Labor 1866,” Roll 56, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
56 Peter Bardaglio, Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex, & the Law in the Nineteenth Century 
South. (Chapel Hill, 1995), p. 124; C. Dodge to [?], Feb. 5, 1866, Roll 56, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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If the contracts agreed were far from beneficial for the position of the 

freedpeople the Bureau’s toothless apparatus was an even greater asset for 

employers who sought independence from federal oversight. The records of 

officials are littered with unanswered correspondences seeking redress for non

payment of laborers and contractual disputes. Charles Dodge at Williamston 

complained “If I summon any person to appear when complaint has been made, 

they come or not just as they please. If I impose a fine the parties refuse to pay, 

knowing I have not the power to enforce my order.” He cited a particular incident 

with two white men who flouted a Bureau ruling and goaded him saying “we 

want to see you apply the force.” Austin Fuller, an official, at Washington 

lamented that although he was authorized to settle “breach of contracts, & the 

different complaints originating between Freedmen & their employer” there was 

little success in this realm. He stated “my authority was questioned I had no 

power to enforce my decisions.” Fuller summed up his correspondence to his 

superior Lieutenant Stephen Moore by indicating that the mandate of the 

municipal powers was considerably stronger than that of the Bureau in such 

affairs. The “civil authorities (magistrates) throughout the County would 

generally be much more enthusiastic & vigilant in bringing to justice blacks than 

whites, I am satisfied that if the blacks ‘keep in their place’ i.e. are sufficiently 

humble & respectful, they will not be seriously injured.”57

Fuller’s articulation of the freedpeople’s position was both depressing and 

realistic. The Bureau’s own failings against the superior power of civil authorities 

was evidently clear as he penned his letter to Moore in the summer of 1866. The 

northern ideal of ‘free-labor’ was a world away from the reality of life on the 

ground. The Freedmen’s Bureau did not have a great enough presence within the 

state to enforce a regulation of labor. Paul Cimbala points out that agents in 

Georgia could ultimately only see their role as one of encouragement for the 

freedpeople. Cimbala notes that amongst the men employed by the Bureau great 

interest was shown in teaching the freed slaves autonomy from the government. 

“For these men, the most appropriate avenue down which they could direct their

57 C. Dodge to F. Seely, Apr. 20, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to F. Seely, May 
3, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Fuller to S. Moore, Aug. 14, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL- 
NC (Ml 909).
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energies... was that of establishing habits within the ffeedmen’s community that 

would continue to guarantee black initiative and independence after the Bureau 

was long gone from the state.” Furthermore the ‘free-labor’ that many officials 

envisaged had little room for the betterment of the former slaves. As long as the 

excesses of employers remained unchecked (as Fuller at Washington pointed out) 

preparing the freedpeople by stressing the need for independence from 

government was futile. The Freedmen’s Bureau was presiding over a conservative 

‘revolution’ yet was ill equipped to see it though.58

The recollection of former slave Parker Pool from Wake County, 

demonstrates the failings of the Freedmen’s Bureau. Pool commented “I dunno 

what ter think o’ Abraham Lincoln... I think some o’ de slaves wuz better off 

when dey had owners and wuz in slavery... I can show you wherein de nigger’s 

got all his ter bear now. He gits his pay out’en de white man and de white man 

don’t pay him much. De nigger in de South is jest as much a slave as ever.” Ex

slave Uncle Jackson of Wilmington agreed. Jackson stated “I believe we was all 

happy as slaves because we had the best of kere.” The Freedmen’s Bureau had 

not achieved greater equality in the realm of labor for the freedpeople. This was 

not the objective of the agency. From Washington O.O. Howard had directed a 

policy that aimed to restart “the wheels of industry” and this is what the Bureau 

had begun. Radical alteration of the former slaves’ position in society was not 

part of this.59

The Bureau’s struggles with the implementation of‘free-labor’ in North 

Carolina had demonstrated that the body greatly struggled to make much of an 

impact in effecting significant change. The federal government’s reach on the 

ground was never great enough to maintain a presence that could ensure the 

compliance of employers. The questionable commitment of agents to the 

freedpeople was another major hurdle. Agents such as Colonel Cilley believed 

that accommodation with elite whites was the best way for the Bureau to achieve 

success whilst the idea that those recently emancipated might better themselves 

from labor arrangements appeared peripheral. The Bureau’s interpretation of

58 Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, p. 104.
59 Slave Narratives vol. XIpart 2, pp. 6-7, 190-91.
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what a ‘social revolution’ should entail was anything but revolutionary. The 

Bureau in fact pushed the former slaves back onto the plantations. As the first 

year of the body’s existence came to a close the lot of the freedpeople had not 

greatly changed. The federal agency’s handling of the labor question 

demonstrated two things, firstly it was shown that the body was not big enough to 

deal with the testing issues that the freedpeople would encounter. Secondly, that 

the Bureau was far from the ‘friend of the black man’ as its supporters and 

opponents suggested.
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3.

Great Suffering and Distress

By pushing the freedpeople back onto the plantations the Freedmen’s 

Bureau rendered the former slaves economically dependent upon the planters.

The federal agency did not challenge or alter the social order of the ‘New South’ 

and Washington was contented with this. As James Roark contends on the 

plantations “they [the freedpeople] would be fed and housed and off the 

government’s relief rolls.” In the immediate aftermath of war the Bureau had 

provided rations to the freedpeople and poor whites. Commissioner Howard was 

obsessed with reducing this as soon as it was practical. Nineteenth century 

laissez-faire ‘free-labor’ held that excessive provision of rations would lead to 

dependency and this was not considered beneficial to rejuvenating the southern 

economy. Thus the Freedmen’s Bureau (never afforded much revenue) was 

characterized by parsimony. When the agency was faced with destitution on a 

monumental scale it was unable to cope. The lack of funding and Howard’s belief 

that individuals should provide for themselves, account for the body’s failings.

The Bureau’s ideological framework was incompatible with the great problems it 

faced in the postwar South. The federal body simply did not understand the 

challenges facing a postemancipation society. As the Bureau was unable to 

comprehend what lay before it, the body could not provide the adequate support 

for those it was sent to aid. The task before the agency was made all the more 

difficult by a hostile President who did his utmost to compromise the authority of 

the body. Johnsonian Reconstruction boosted the civil authorities that 

belligerently opposed the very presence of the Freedmen’s Bureau. Without the 

support of the Executive and facing a humanitarian disaster the body was 

dwarfed by the tasks before it. The job expected of a Bureau man in North
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Carolina, and across the South, was always greater than the tools he was 

provided.1

The towering workload of an individual agent was analogous of the 

considerable project before the Freedmen’s Bureau as a whole. Christopher 

Bean’s doctoral thesis on Bureau sub-assistant commissioners in Texas, A Stranger 

Amongst Strangers, contends that the “day-to-day operations of agents were never- 

ending.” Bean points out that although officials “had set office hours, in reality, 

men in the field were never off duty, performing their duties well into the night 

and, at times, early morning.” In Louisiana Bureau agent Lieutenant L.S. Butler 

complained that the task before him as more than ample for “six men and a boy." 

Paul Cimbala found the same state of affairs in Georgia as “the sheer volume of 

each agent’s or sub-assistant commissioner’s caseload” derailed the body’s 

“pursuit of justice.” Cimbala notes that at particular times in the year, such as the 

start and the end of planting, “freedpeople arrived at offices before sunrise and 

began petitioning agents even before they were dressed.” Moreover, agents were 

expected to document and report on all the work they undertook, and to 

correspond with superiors to detail the outcome of their affairs. The requirements 

of bureaucracy thus ensured that the workload of a Bureau official was excessive.2

In the east of the Old North State at New Bern, Bureau official William 

Wieget maintained that completion of the tasks before him was unfeasible. “I find 

it impossible to do the business of this office, with the force allowed me, and it is 

absolutely necessary, that I should have another officer to aid me. I am kept in 

the office from morning until night, with no one to help me, but one clerk, and he 

has work enough for two men, and I make most of the endorsements myself. I 

can get no time to make inspections... I have endeavored to succeed without 

making complaint. I do not fear work and will work willingly and cheerfully.” 

Agent at Plymouth, Richard Dillon, was also struggling to cope with the 

workload expected of him. He petitioned his superiors on June 5, 1866 requesting

1 Roark, Masters Without Slaves, p. 138.
2 Christopher B. Bean, “A Stranger amongst Strangers: An Analysis of the Freedmen’s Bureau 
Subassistant Commissioners in Texas, 1865-1868.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of North Texas, 
2008, p. 423; L. Butler to T. Conway, July 10, 1865, cited in Hahn et al., Land and Labor, p. 176; 
Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, p. 64.
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that the Bureau appoint a permanent clerk to aid his labor. When this request fell 

on deaf ears Dillon changed tack and implored that funds should be set aside for 

hiring an assistant for “one or two months.” Dillon maintained that this was a 

necessary step for there was “at least that amount of labor undone.”3

The difficulties expressed over lack of personnel were linked directly to 

inadequate funding of the Bureau. According to Claude Oubre, as Congress did 

not provide an appropriation for the Bureau at the outset “all activities had to be 

self-supporting.” Louis Henry Bronson explains that the idea of social assistance 

was alien to American political culture. The Federal Government “was not likely 

to change easily fr om the policy of abstaining from administration of welfare. In 

fact [the Bureau] was the exception to the anti-welfare role of government.” 

Congress gave some indirect help to the body by placing army staff under the 

Bureau’s administration as well as providing military provisions for relief. 

However there was no “universal funding formula.” This meant that each state’s 

support for the Bureau varied greatly. North Carolina had the second smallest 

budget of all the states that the Bureau inhabited. What was more damning for 

the Tar Heel State was that its per capita expenditure on the Bureau was the least 

of all the former Confederate states. In Arkansas per capita spending was $3:59, 

while in North Carolina it was as low as $0:80. The Old North State also 

registered the lowest per capita spending on ration provisions. In a state like 

North Carolina where the provision was considerably lower than average, this 

ensured that establishing an effective Bureau would prove even more difficult 

than elsewhere. The federal government’s refusal to provide appropriate funding 

ensured that the Bureau’s chances to effect widespread and long lasting social 

change were limited. One should note that as O.O. Howard’s concern was 

restarting the southern economy, such radical alteration of social conditions was 

not a major priority of the Bureau.4

3 W. Weiget to C. Cilley, June 13, 1865, Roll 33, BRFAL-NC (M1909); R. Dillon to C. Cilley, 
Aug. 21, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
4 Oubre, Forty Acres, p. xiii; Louis H. Bronson, “The Freedmen’s Bureau: A Public Policy 
Analysis.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Southern California 1971, pp. 253-54; Ira C. Colby, 
“The Freedmen’s Bureau: From Social Welfare to Segregation.” Phylon 46, no. 3 (1985), pp. 225- 
26; Figures cited in Colby. “The Freedmen’s Bureau.” p. 226; Henry Clay Dean was 
representative of the voices that displayed a disinclination to government welfare. Dean was an 
Iowan Methodist Minister and outspoken critic of the Civil War. He exclaimed that the
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The issue of funding was critical when the raft of labor issues brought 

before the federal agency is considered. The tasks expected of a Bureau agent 

seemed endless. On top of settling labor disputes, the Freedmen’s Bureau dealt 

with apprenticeships, established a court system, provided medical care, 

distributed rations and promoted education for the freedpeople. All of this was in 

addition to carrying out semi-monthly inspections and detailing their findings in 

reports. Bureau agents accumulated a considerable paper trail, thus the need for 

clerks was acute. Agents were overwhelmed and rendered incapable of 

completing the work before them without adequate funding. The lack of finance 

also ensured that agents were sparsely populated throughout a state. By the end of 

1865 only about 470 Bureau officials were “on duty in the field” across the South. 

This number included 10 assistant commissioners accompanied by 75 staff 

officers, 77 medical personnel and just over 300 officials at field offices. Spread 

out across the vastness of the southern states this was never enough to make the 

impact required. In Georgia the resources available to Assistant Commissioner 

Davis Tilson were never sufficient “to set up an extensive network of paid 

northern agents.” The Bureau’s functioning across Georgia was only made 

possible by the employment of native whites as agents. As Sidney Andrews 

noted, the Freedmen’s Bureau struggled in a similar fashion to maintain a 

presence in the Old North State.* * * * 5

White conservatives were aware of the Bureau’s weakness in regards to 

personnel. On numerous occasions elites challenged the authority of Bureau 

officials in full knowledge that the body had inadequate manpower to back up its 

commands. Charles Dodge wrote in June 1866 requesting that “a detachment of 

soldiers be detained at this place [Plymouth] for the purpose of making arrests 

and enforcing orders.” If such a force was stationed at Dodge’s sub-district, the 

Bureau agent claimed, this would prove “excellent [for] all classes.” He 

maintained that the Bureau’s presence was incapable of containing the difficulties

Freedmen’s Bureau “costs the United States nearly a quarter of a hundred million dollars in actual
cash.” The Bureau was in his opinion, “the legitimate child” of a cursed funding system that the
Civil War had exacerbated. Henry C. Dean, Crimes of the Civil War and Curse of the Funding System.
(Baltimore, 1868), p. 326.
5 Hahn et al., Land and Labor, p. 19; Paul A. Cimbala, “Reconstruction’s Allies: The Relationship 
of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the Georgia Freedmen.” Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller 
eds., The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations. (New York, 1999), pp. 321-22.
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that he faced. Dodge argued that placing more troops would thus help restrain 

“ [those] persons who are now disposed to treat with contempt or neglect all 

orders issued from this office.”6

The lack of available funds combined with the thinly spread federal 

presence ensured that the authority of a Bureau official authority was 

compromised. George McCumber agent at Rockingham (central North Carolina) 

complained that there was “some trouble” tracking down different parties in 

contractual disputes owing to the distance they lived from his offices. At Beaufort 

Richard Dillon struggled with the size of his sub-district and complained that it 

was impossible to keep on top of all affairs. Dillon noted in correspondence with 

a superior that in labor adjudication cases he gave defendants up to “10 days” to 

present themselves before the Bureau, “according to the distance” that they 

needed to travel. Over in the west of the state at Charlotte it was claimed that 

with the Bureau’s resources stretched in “places more remote,” freedpeople found 

justice impossible to “obtain.”7

Freedmen’s Bureau agents (on the ground and at the hard face of 

Reconstruction) argued that provision of a horse might compensate for personnel 

shortages within a sub-district. Bureau correspondence is littered with such 

requests. Amos G. Tennant, agent at Edenton, wrote to Horace James 

(Freedmen’s Bureau superintendent for the Eastern District) calling his “earnest 

attention to the fact that a horse [was] indispensible.” Tennant highlighted the 

expectation that he should get to as many “colored people in my district” as 

possible and pointed out that one journey entailed a trek of “30 miles.” Charles 

Dodge similarly complained about his expected workload and maintained that he 

“badly” needed the use of a horse. He informed F.A. Seely, Assistant 

Quartermaster of the Eastern District, that without horsepower he had conducted 

travel on Bureau business at his own expense. “In my joumeyings I have 

completely exhausted my funds. I now owe a months board and have nothing to 

pay, and these people will not forgive me the debt.” Dodge reiterated his “need”

6 C. Dodge to A. Brady, June 13, 1866, Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
7 G. McCumber to A. Rutherford, May 12, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909); R. Dillon to W. 
Weiget, June 19, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “A. Shaffer Report of Operations for the 
sub-district of Charlotte,” Sept. 26, 1866, Roll 8, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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of a horse throughout 1866, though his appeals fell on deaf ears. At Elizabeth 

City the frustration of Bureau agent Henry Camp was clear from the letters 

forwarded to his superiors. By April 1866 Camp was transacting “a great deal 

more” business than when he had first arrived at his post and was greatly 

disappointed that the Bureau would not furnish him with a horse for 

transportation. Camp argued that only with the use of a horse could the Bureau 

“[harmonize] the conflicting elements” within a sub-district, drawing attention to 

the advantages that would come with an increased Bureau presence. If officers 

were afforded horsepower Camp claimed this would reach citizens who were 

ignorant of the Bureau, but who could otherwise be instructed of its benefits.8

All requests for horses were met with either silence or an outright rejection 

from the Bureau hierarchy. Although the Union Army had provided manpower 

by mustering personnel into the ranks of the federal agency, the same was not the 

case for horsepower. Instead the War Department made a concerted effort to 

reduce their stock in horses. As the Government was preoccupied with the 

national debt selling horses proved a “great advantage to the treasury.” From 

May 1, 1865 until August 2, 1866 over 100 000 horses were sold at public 

auction, earning the government approximately $5 500 000. The aim of the War 

Department was explicitly stated as reducing “its expenses and its stock as rapidly 

as possible without waste.” Therefore, whilst the underfunded Bureau struggled 

without adequate provision for transportation, the War Department sold horses 

used during the war. Instead of providing help, the government frustrated hopes 

that horsepower could alleviate the difficulty of navigating a sub-district that 

agents faced.9

Transportation was not the only expenditure that Bureau officials faced. 

Within the reports and correspondence of agents, complaints were common that 

insufficient funds ensured that they paid for board, stationery, food for their

8 A. Tennant to H. James, Nov. 17, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to F. Seely, 
Feb. 15, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to F. Seely, Mar. 22, 1866, Roll 35, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909); H. Camp to F. Seely, Apr. 24, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
9 The government sold 104 747 horses in these years earning $5 630 417:39. United States, Message 
of the President of the United States and Accompanying Documents to the Two Houses of Congress at the 
Commencement of the Second Session of the Thirty-Ninth Congress Ex Doc. No. 1. (Washington, 1866), 
pp. 50-51.
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horses and other miscellanies from personal funds. Furthermore there was a 

general feeling amongst Bureau personnel that the pay they received was not 

commensurate with the work they undertook. At Kinston, (eastern North 

Carolina) agent Samuel P. Fowler tendered his resignation in March 1866 on 

account of the difficulties he faced and the inadequate pay he received for his 

troubles. “I consider... that my salary is too small not so much because of the 

amount as of the kind of labor done,” Fowler complained to F.A. Seely. The 

agent had accepted a Bureau post in December 1865, yet only four months later 

he begged “leave to resign, and be relieved” of duties.111

Mary Farmer-Kaiser described the “lucky” Bureau field agent as having “a 

horse and a clerk.” If they were “truly fortunate,” she explained, “Union troops 

were nearby” aiding and protecting officials. The reports of Bureau men across 

the Old North State illustrates that this was rarely the case. Instead most “found 

themselves unaided in a hostile environment and responsible for several counties 

encompassing hundreds of miles and thousands of people.” It is little wonder 

then, that freedpeople on the periphery of a sub-district found justice hard to 

come by.* 11

On top of efforts geared towards aiding a smooth transition to freedom for 

the former slaves, Bureau men were burdened with tedious and cumbersome 

tasks. Such labor was time consuming and detracted from an agent’s ability to 

exert the authority of the Bureau throughout a sub-district. For example Allan 

Rutherford, agent at Wilmington, was concerned with the condition of Union 

soldier graves within the “City and vicinity.” He claimed they were “in shocking 

condition.” Rutherford was anxious that the graves were “properly attended” and 

wrote to General M.C. Meige, Quartermaster General of the United States army 

requesting help.12

Another miscellaneous performance of the Bureau was the provision of 

coffins for former slaves. Freedpeople frequently applied to the body looking for 

help burying loved ones. Allan Rutherford at Wilmington wrote that he received

10 S. Fowler to F. Seely, Mar. 12, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); S. Fowler to F. Seely, Dec. 
23, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
11 Farmer-Kaiser, Freedwomen and the Freedmen's Bureau, p. 20.
12 A. Rutherford to M. Meige, Sept. 8, 1866, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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many applications “for Coffins for Freedpeople who have died in this City.” 

Rutherford explained that the need of African-Americans was extreme in this 

regard, so much so that he urged amending Bureau rules to facilitate more former 

slaves receiving help. As “I understand that I am only authorized to furnish 

Coffins to sick persons as may die in the Hospital and orphan Asylums under the 

control of this Bureau. I have the honor to request that I be authorized to furnish 

Coffins to others than these mentioned, where I find that the County Authorities 

cannot or will not do it, and the relatives or friends of the deceased are unable to 

purchase.” Bureau agent at Beaufort, Richard Dillon said that he begged “for 

lumber to make (2) two coffins.” He glumly predicted that “I shall want more 

coffins.” Where the material for this would come from he did not know.13

The freedpeople’s need for coffins overstretched normal demand and this 

owed to the high levels of diseases that prevailed after the end of the war. Jim 

Downs maintains that the Civil War was more than “a crisis... between blue and 

gray;” it was a social catastrophe. During the war more soldiers died as a result of 

disease than perished on the battlefield. Smallpox “tore throughout the South” 

after 1863, afflicting both Union and Confederate soldiers. Military forces always 

on the move were susceptible due to the unsanitary condition of their camps. 

Slaves and freedpeople -and especially women and children - were more at risk 

from the threat of disease, as they did not have the resources for protection from 

the smallpox virus. During the winter of 1863-64 smallpox was accounting for 

approximately 75 deaths of freedwomen and children per day in the Mississippi 

Valley. Without employment and suitable medical care this group was especially 

vulnerable.14

After the conclusion of the war smallpox continued to cause havoc. 

Between June 1865 and December 1867 close to 50 000 freedpeople suffered with 

the disease. Downs makes the pertinent comment that, as unemployed 

freedwomen remained the most susceptible to the virus, this evidenced their

13 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Oct. 3, 1866, Roll 66, BRFAL-NC (M1909); R. Dillon to F. Seely, 
Jan. 16, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
14 Jim Downs, “The Other Side of Freedom: Destitution, Disease, and Dependency among 
Freedwomen and Their Children during and after the Civil War.” Catherine Clinton and Nina 
Silber eds., Battle Scars: Gender and Sexuality in the American Civil War. (New York, 2006), pp. 78- 
79, 90.
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disadvantaged position. It was freedmen, on the whole, who transitioned best to 

‘free-labor’ (owing to planters’ preference for male employment). Downs argues 

that the disparity between infection rates indicates the better position this placed 

able-bodied male former slaves in. Whether or not freedmen were better off than 

freedwomen, the epidemic levels that blighted the former slaves in the aftermath 

of war was a major crisis across the South. Randy Finley comments that 

Arkansas blacks “long remembered these death drenched days.”15

Smallpox caused ruination throughout North Carolina. Asa Teal 

confirmed an outbreak at Greensboro, claiming it was so severe that he was 

prevented from making contracts. Over in the east at Williamston and 

Wilmington, smallpox was “raging” in black neighborhoods and the Bureau 

struggled to cope with the demands of the “needy and destitute.” In November 

1865 over 100 people were suffering in Wilmington and the surrounding areas 

with reports that the disease was “increasing.” At Newbem the havoc caused by 

smallpox was so severe that the Bureau issued a Special Order on March 16,

1866, closing meeting places of the freedpeople. “[From] this date and until 

further notice from this Bureau all houses of worship and schools of freedmen in 

New Bern and the adjacent Settlement shall be closed, and Public indoor 

gathering of colored people of whatever character suspended.”16

The Bureau’s ability to treat diseases such as smallpox was greatly 

hampered by the lack of trust the freedpeople displayed in the body. William H. 

Doherty, the sanitary inspector in the eastern district, commented that smallpox 

was increasing in June 1866 owing to a disinclination on the part of the former 

slaves to communicate with Bureau officials. Doherty lamented, “It is feared that 

an almost insuperable obstacle exists to the proper treatment of this disease, in the 

absurd reluctance of the patients & their friends, to informing the Medical 

Officers of the attack, & the insane attempts at concealment, until the facts are

15 Ibid., p. 91; Finley, From Slavery to Uncertain Freedom, p. 116.
16 A. Teal to C. Cilley, Apr. 24, 1866, Roll 57, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of 
the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in the Western District 
of North Carolina, Asa Teal, March 1, 1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to F. 
Seely, Mar. 26, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); R. Bealt to C. Wickersham, Sept. 2, 1865, 
Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Wickersham to F. Beecher, Nov. 8, 1865, Roll 77, BRFAL-NC 
(M1909); “Special Order No. 8 Newberne Superintendent-Eastern District,” Mar. 16, 1866, Roll 
37, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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revealed by the death of the sufferer - & the spreading of the disease.” To counter 

the communication difficulties that the Bureau faced, Doherty suggested the 

hiring of a “reliable colored man.” If such a figure were employed “to spend all 

his time, in visiting around” areas with large concentrations of freedpeople 

Doherty anticipated the disease would abate. Otherwise he argued “we shall have 

this odious & fatal disease all summer in this District.” Doherty’s awareness that 

the former slaves were hesitant to approach the Freedmen’s Bureau is revealing. 

This flies directly in the face of claims that the body was the ‘freedmen’s best 

friend.’ The Bureau agent’s request for a black employee suggests that the former 

slaves did not receive the federal presence in the South with a uniform 

acceptance. Memories of mistreatment at the hands of Yankee soldiers and a 

realization that the Bureau’s handling of labor disputes was aiding white elites 

ensured that freedpeople were not always favorable to the federal agency. Distrust 

of Bureau men was not confined to former slaves in the Old North State. This 

was commonplace across the former Confederate states: Cimbala’s study of 

Georgia, for example, highlights many instances where freedpeople were 

unimpressed with the actions of a Bureau agent and sought his removal.17

Practical difficulties when assisting freedpeople who suffered with disease 

were again compounded by the lack of funds available to Freedmen’s Bureau 

agents. In November 1865, Dr. J. E. Winants Assistant Surgeon at Wilmington 

was treating approximately 100 cases of smallpox. Though he reported an 

increase in the disease he also complained that he had “no medicines or medical 

stores.” Charles Dodge informed Lieutenant Andrew Holmes in July 1866 that 

many “applications have been made to me for food and medicine by colored 

persons in sickness and distress, who were actually suffering for the necessaries of 

life. I have received many with my own funds, for I am expected to assist them in 

every instance. But I have not the authority to expand the Bureau funds for such 

purposes.” Dodge’s comments on a lack of money were in keeping with the many 

complaints aired over the financial predicament of the body. Without enough 

investment at a central level, agents on the ground were forced to spend their own 

money. This was impractical when the size and consequently need of an average

17 W. Doherty to W. Weiget, June 20, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Cimbala, Under the 
Guardianship, pp. 57-59.
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sub-district was considered. Individual philanthropy on the part of Bureau men 

could not sustain the freedpeople.18

Gaines M. Foster has argued that “perhaps the most serious” problem 

that afflicted the quality of the Bureau’s healthcare was “lack of funds to buy 

proper food for patients.” Paying low salaries and acquiring army personnel for 

medical provision could compensate (to a degree) for the insufficient federal 

funding. The inability to purchase appropriate food was, however, a major issue. 

The last chief medical officer of the Freedmen’s Bureau, Robert Reyburn 

considered it painful to see the suffering of patients in hospitals due to lack of 

fresh produce. Reybum contended that this was partly responsible for the high 

levels of mortality among patients treated by the body. Freedmen’s Bureau 

hospitals had quite a high mortality rate. Foster comments that even “at its best, 

the rate of deaths per cases treated in the bureau’s system usually exceeded that in 

the army Medical Department. ” The death rate in Bureau hospitals comfortably 

exceeded the figures for the treatment of both black and white soldiers during
. IQwartime.

Just as the impact made by Bureau hospitals was limited, so too was the 

number of individuals they actually treated. The size of sub-districts and difficulty 

Bureau men encountered negotiating them impacted on medical relief. The 

Surgeon in charge of the Medical Department at Beaufort, H.R. Curtis, 

complained that there was “no means for the conveyance either of the sick or 

myself. Cases frequently occur at as great a distance from town that I can reach 

them by riding, & for want of conveyance I cannot see them. There are cases also 

of removal to Hospital that for want of conveyance I cannot provide for.” Curtis 

anticipated that Captain F.A. Seely, a Quartermaster of the Bureau, would 

“provide an ambulance for this purpose.” Otherwise he complained that his 

isolation from the rest of the District prevented him from carrying out his duties. 

According to Surgeon A. A. Yeoman there was also need of an ambulance at 

New Bern. “The only means of transportation for the sick” Yeoman claimed was

18 C. Wickersham to F. Beecher, Nov. 8, 1865, Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to A. 
Coats, July 10, 1866, Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
19 Gaines M. Foster, “The Limitations of Federal Health Care for Freedmen, 1862-1868.” The
Journal of Southern History no. 3 (Aug., 1982), pp. 366-68.
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an old ambulance “very much out of repair.” When equipment was available, as 

in this instance, it was often unfit for purpose. At Plymouth, Charles Dodge 

explained that an expectation from higher authority that he “visit the houses of all 

dependent freedmen throughout” his sub-district was “impractical.” Dodge 

attributed this inconceivable assignment to “the want of suitable 

transportation.”20

The responsibilities placed on the heads of field agents were huge, yet the 

means to carry them out were inadequate. The depressing tale of two women 

walking twenty-two miles to the state capitol Raleigh for support against 

smallpox from the Freedmen’s Bureau in February 1866 was all too familiar. 

When their journey was through they found exhausted supplies. The Bureau 

stocked “only empty barrels and boxes” offering “nothing of real service.” This 

story was representative of the wholly insufficient medical relief that the body 

provided throughout the South. The practicalities encountered in the Old North 

State with reaching sick freedpeople were felt all across the South. This is not to 

take away from what the agency achieved. In the region of 500 000 patients were 

cared for by Bureau hospitals. But still, the majority of former slaves did not 

receive the care they needed from the agency. Reggie Pearson has shown that as 

the number of freedpeople the Bureau aided in North Carolina decreased and as 

“the department reduced its services... demand was increasing.” The federal 

government always had one eye on cutting back services and saving money. 

Consequently Bureau healthcare suffered.21

Disease afflicted the poor regardless of race and the sheer volume of cases 

that the Bureau dealt with ensured that the poorly funded federal body was 

overwhelmed with suffering whites as well. Complaining that the “Sanitary 

Condition of the Sub-District is not as favorable as could be wished,” George 

Hawley at Murfreesboro maintained that “Billions fevers, chills and fever... are 

very prevalent, and poor people both white and black often suffer for want of 

proper medical attention.” Poor whites in many places therefore suffered with

20 H. Curtis to F. Seely, Dec. 26, 1865, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Yeoman to A.
McKillup, June 26, 1866, Roll 47, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to S. Moore, Aug. 10, 1866, 
Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
21 Downs, “The Other Side of Freedom.” p. 90; Foster, “The Limitations of Federal Health 
Care,” p. 368; Pearson, “There Are Many Sick, Feeble, and Suffering Freedmen’,” p. 81.
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disease as much as the former slaves. However, the body’s failings prevented 

agents like Hawley having a positive impact upon whites, as was the case with 

African-Americans. Another factor that limited the Bureau’s dealings with poor 

whites was the creed of racial superiority that held significant currency across 

class lines. Wayne Flynt argues that the majority of white southerners “pridefully 

proclaimed Caucasian superiority,” even if the economic and social reality was 

far removed from this. When help did come from the Freedmen’s Bureau, Flynt 

informs us that, “Tragically, many poor whites rejected such efforts.” As Flynt 

projects they were considered “nigger programs.”22

More often that not, Bureau officials were in a position where they could 

help neither black nor white. Agents and surgeons alike were helpless whenever 

the poor applied for medical assistance. In July 1866 W.W. Ward at Plymouth 

wrote to Dr. [M.K.] Hogan explaining the difficulties that he faced. Ward 

detailed that “on several occasions” he called with the agent on duty, Lieutenant 

Charles Dodge, “in relation to some sick freedmen.” Dodge was unable to 

provide any help, saying he had “no means at hand to give them such 

assistance.” When the County authorities were petitioned there was a point blank 

rejection of aiding the plight of the former slaves. Ward complained that the 

authorities refused “to give any assistance, saying they [the freedpeople] were 

freed by the result of the war, and therefore must look out for themselves.” This 

was the natural logic of nineteenth century laissez-faire attitudes. Now that 

everyone was free, it was assumed that all should sustain themselves.23

According to Dodge the reluctance of the County authorities to engage 

their services was also on account of a distinct preference to help poor whites over 

the former slaves. Dodge claimed the authorities were resentful that the federal 

government had the freedpeople under “her especial care.” This was a common 

slight made against the role of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The agent maintained that 

the municipal powers had “more sympathy for” poor whites than they did for the 

freedpeople. Going further Dodge cited the entire “white population” of the 

South as unwilling to provide proper relief for the diseases that afflicted the

22 G. Hawley to S. Moore, Sept. 25, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Wayne J. Flynt, Dixies 
Forgotten People: The South’s Poor Whites. (Bloomington, 2004), p. 35.
23 W. Ward to M. Hogan, July 11, 1866, Roll 50, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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former slaves after the war. Only the establishment of “some system” 

independent of the County authorities and in addition to the Freedmen’s Bureau 

“to take care” of those suffering would remedy their plight, he insisted.24

The resurgence of conservative control at local and County level was a 

direct consequence of the policies adopted by Andrew Johnson in Washington. 

President Johnson’s analogy that compared the southern states to chastened 

adults had done little to change the political tone of the South. Johnson had 

commented in Congress at the end of 1865 that the “States attempting to secede 

placed themselves in a condition where their vitality was impaired, but not 

extinguished - their functions suspended, but not destroyed.” Almost a year after 

the close of the war the President believed he had “by almost imperceptible steps, 

sought to restore the rightful energy of the General Government and of the 

States.” Admitting that his Reconstruction policy was a “risk,” Johnson argued 

that it was one worth taking. Presidential Reconstruction was in the words of 

Scott Nelson “hardly a reconstruction at all,” precisely what the President 

intended.25

When one considers the testimony of freedpeople it is evident that 

unrestrained municipal powers were a significant threat to the position of the 

former slaves in the period immediately following the war’s conclusion. “De 

white folks hated de nigger den,” freedwoman Mattie Curtis of Raleigh recalled. 

By 1866 County authorities were operating almost independently of the federal 

government. The Black Codes were representative of the hubris expressed by 

former Confederates, who sensed that while Johnson remained in power, 

Washington would interfere little in their affairs. Leon Litwack explains that the 

tangible results of Johnsonian Reconstruction were of great disappointment to the 

southern black population. This was a far cry from the hopes of the freedpeople 

that the President would prove a ‘Moses’ figure for African-Americans. Litwack 

explains that “blacks had badly misjudged” the politics and racial views of the 

President. Johnson was a believer in white supremacy, he opposed civil rights for

24 Ibid.
25 Edward McPherson, The Political History of the United States of America During the Period of 
Reconstruction: From April 15, 1865 to July 15, 1870. (Bedford, 1871), p. 64; Scott R. Nelson, Iron 
Confederacies: Southern Railways, Klan Violence and Reconstruction. (Chapel Hill, 1999), p. 49.
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the former slaves and he pardoned thousands of ex-Confederates. In this 

atmosphere the elites who regained control over municipal bodies felt they could 

act with impunity.2(1

William A. Jenkins, Warren County representative in the North Carolina 

Assembly, best summed up the position of state government during Presidential 

Reconstruction. Commenting upon whether African-Americans should be 

afforded the right to testify in a court and the right to vote, Jenkins articulated 

that “this was a white man’s government.” Governor Jonathan Worth did much 

to restore antebellum practices. His appointments displayed an “intention to keep 

the traditional state elite in positions of authority.” William Woods Holden had 

placed new figures into positions of state power, but Worth, with the backing of 

the electorate was only too happy to return the ‘old guard.’ Worth delighted in 

Andrew Johnson’s plans for Reconstruction. If the President had his way, the Old 

North State would soon return to the Union and the federal presence would 

leave. Worth and his conservative supporters were keen that both the army and 

Freedmen’s Bureau should leave the state.27

In Washington as 1866 progressed the President found that Congress was 

unwilling to endorse his design for the South. Radical Republicans were quickly 

alienated from Johnson’s Reconstruction policy. At first the Radicals had heaped 

praise on the head of Johnson after his accession to the Presidency. Eric Foner 

explains that after Lincoln’s assassination Radicalism was defined by “an 

insistence upon black suffrage as the sine qua non of Reconstruction.” Prominent

26 In February 1862 President Abraham Lincoln nominated Andrew Johnson as Military 
Governor of Tennessee and bestowed upon him the rank of Brigadier-General of Volunteers. This 
was confirmed in the Senate on March 5, 1862 and later that month Johnson took up his post. It 
was in his role as Military Governor of Tennessee that Johnson delivered his ‘Moses of the 
Colored Man’ speech. On October 24, 1864 Johnson delivered an address “denouncing the 
aristocracy, and promising that their [the slaves and freedpeople of the state] condition should be 
improved and their rights guaranteed and protected.” Johnson proclaimed “freedom, full, broad 
and unconditional, to every man in Tennessee.” He promised “humble and unworthy as I am, if 
no other better shall be found, I will indeed be your Moses, and lead you through the Red Sea of 
war and bondage to a fairer future of liberty and peace.” Slave Narratives vol. XI part 7, p. 221; T. B. 
Peterson & Brothers, Life, Speeches and Services of Andrew Johnson: Seventeenth President of the United 
States. (Philadelphia, 1865), pp. 92-93; Andrew Johnson, Speeches of Andrew Johnson, President of the 
United States: With A Bibliographic Introduction by Frank Moore. (Boston, 1865), pp. xxxv, xli; 
Litwack, Been in the Storm, p. 529.
27 William A. Jenkins cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 43; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar 
Heels, p. 97.
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Radical Republicans like Charles Sumner pressed the President who had claimed 

he was the ‘Moses of the colored,’ and believed that Johnson was sincere. His 

record in office changed the perceptions that the Radicals had of him. The 

resulting disagreement led to what David Blight called “an unprecedented 

Constitutional struggle over the function of the federal government... and the 

character of Reconstruction policy.” When the Thirty-ninth Congress reconvened 

in December 1865 the Republican Party stole the march on the President. The 

recently elected members from the defeated Confederates states were not allowed 

to sit and Congress initiated a fresh course for Reconstruction. This new start 

promoted suffrage for the former slaves, bestowing full citizenship and rights for 

the freedpeople and punitive measures against former Confederates.28

Congress and the President were on a collision course. Two very different 

plans for Reconstruction were in place. Johnson advocated that individual states 

should be left to their own devices and should follow a path back to full 

readmission that ensured elites would remain in power unchallenged. The 

Radical Republicans (having the upper hand in Congress) believed that the 

federal government needed greater intervention in southern affairs. They 

advocated that more centralized planning for Reconstruction was a necessity. The 

preeminent focus for Radical Republicans was the achievement of ‘equality 

before the law’ and continuation of the Freedmen’s Bureau was essential to this. 

The issue of extending the life of the Bureau brought Congress and the President 

into direct confrontation. In Johnson’s mind the agency’s conservatism counted 

for little. The presence of the Freedmen’s Bureau was enough to provoke the 

contempt of a President that held to white supremacy.29

When the Bureau was created in the War Department it was formed as a 

temporary body, with a lifespan of one year. General Howard calculated June 30, 

1866 as the date when the Bureau would wind up operations across the South. 

The Commissioner and Congress were adamant, however, that the federal agency 

should continue its work for a longer period than the initial year of freedom. The 

reports of field agents suggested that the Bureau had thus far not achieved much

28 Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 177-78; David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American 
Memory. (Cambridge, 2001) pp. 46-47.
29 Blight, Race and Reunion, p. 47.
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by way of changed relations between black and white. Delivery on ‘free-labor’ 

indicated there was a considerable distance to go. Indeed the evidence collected 

by the Joint Committee on Reconstruction indicated that relieving the federal 

presence was a dangerous step. The future of the Freedmen’s Bureau became a 

battleground over which Johnson’s view of Reconstruction came into direct 

confrontation with that of Howard and the Radical Republicans.30

On January 5. 1866 Illinois Senator Lyman Trumbull introduced 

legislation with the aim of increasing both the lifespan of the Bureau (indefinitely) 

and its powers. George Bentley characterized his intentions as wanting to “show 

the ex-Confederate states that they must provide for the real freedoms of the 

Negroes by local legislation, or the federal government would do it for them.” 

Trumbull’s bill envisaged an expanded Bureau for all parts of the country, an 

increase in the number of Assistant Commissioners and expansion in the number 

of local agents on the ground. It was intended that an agent would look after no 

more than one County. Amongst other issues the controversial question of land 

redistribution was included in the bill. “The possessory titles under Sherman’s 

special field order were to be confirmed and made valid.” It was intended that in 

light of this, three million acres of public land be reserved for the use of loyal 

refugees and freedpeople. Republicans and Democrats fiercely debated the 

constitutionality of measures that took land from one individual to give to 

another. When it came to the vote in Congress the majorities enjoyed by the 

Republicans in both the House and the Senate ensured that the bill passed both 

comfortably in February.31

Andrew Johnson followed the passage of the Bureau bill through Congress 

with a skeptical eye. During this time the President garnered the opinion of

30 Republicans in Congress were so worried over the direction of Reconstruction that members 
established a Joint Committee of Fifteen to probe the execution of federal policy in the South. It 
was formed in December 1865 and took evidence from all over the former Confederacy during the 
first half of 1866. On June 20, 1866 the Committee delivered its findings. There was a warning 
within the report that an early removal of the federal presence would prove counterproductive. 
“The Conclusion of your committee therefore, is that the so-called Confederate States are not, at 
present, entitled to representation in the Congress of the United States; that, before allowing such 
representation, adequate security for future peace and safety should be required” Martin E. 
Mantell, Johnson, Grant, and the Politics of Reconstruction. (New York, 1973), pp. 14, 27; United 
States, Report of the Joint Committee on Reconstruction, p. xxi.
31 In the Senate the Freedmen’s Bureau bill passed by 37 votes to 10, in the House of 
Representatives by 136 votes to 33; Bentley, A History, pp. 115-18.
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critics. General Sherman included was withering of the legislation. Armed with 

this condemnation of the bill, Johnson exercised his Presidential veto. On 

February 19, Johnson addressed the Senate and maintained that the “institution 

of slavery... has been already effectually and finally abrogated throughout the 

whole country by an amendment of the Constitution of the United States, and 

practically its eradication has received the assent and concurrence of most of 

those States in which it at any time had existed.” The President was “not, 

therefore, able to discern in the country any thing to justify an apprehension that 

the powers and agencies of the Freedmen’s Bureau, which were effective for the 

protection of freedmen and refugees during the actual continuation of hostilities 

and of African servitude, will now, in a time of peace and after the abolition of 

slavery prove inadequate to the same proper end.” He concluded that, “there can 

be no necessity for the enlargement of powers of the Bureau.”32

On the following day, February 20, Trumbull countered. The Illinois 

senator exclaimed that never before had the United States faced the need for such 

a welfare program. “[We] never before were in such a state as now... never before 

in the history of this Government have we had a four years’ civil war; never 

before in the history of this Government have nearly four million people been 

emancipated from the most abject and degrading slavery ever imposed upon 

human beings; never before has the occasion arisen when it was necessary to 

provide for such large numbers of people thrown upon the bounty of the 

Government, unprotected and unprovided for.” In the mind of Trumbull the 

condition of the freedpeople was the most important issue when arguing the need 

for a Bureau. “Here are hundreds of thousands of these poor, ignorant, degraded 

human beings who never went off the plantation where they were born in their 

lives. They know not how to travel. They know not where to go.” In the senator’s 

speech there was explicit reference to the threat that the freedpeople could again 

“be taken and reduced into slavery.” It was therefore necessary that “somebody 

must temporarily look after and provide for them.”33

32 Ibid., pp. 118-19; Lillian Foster, President of the United States: His Life and Speeches. (New York, 
1866), pp. 232-33.
33 Lyman Trumbull, Speech of Hon. Lyman Trumbull, of Illinois on the Freedmen’s Bureau-Veto Message: 
Delivered in the Senate of the United States, February 20, 1866. (Washington, 1866),pp. 13-14.
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Paul Cimbala noted that whites across the South “believed that Johnson’s 

veto was the death knell for the Freedmen’s Bureau.” At this point Howard wrote 

to subordinates in the Bureau “anticipating the excitement that will necessarily 

follow the action of the Government with regard to the new ‘Freedmen’s Bill.’” 

Though agents may feel “somewhat embarrassed, in the duties” expected of 

them, the Commissioner asked that they “act sturdily and firmly in every 

emergency.” Furthermore he advised them “be prepared for any increased 

hostility on the part of those who have persistently hindered and troubled” the 

Bureau. A month later, on March 27, conservatives were afforded more 

ammunition when the President again exercised his veto this time over the Civil 

Rights bill. The Carolina Watchman celebrated the failure of the Civil Rights bill 

and commented that a “more infamous, unwarranted, and outrageous bill could 

scarcely be concocted.” Both actions demonstrated Johnson’s preponderance to 

settle Reconstruction “in accordance with local sentiment in the South.”34

Five months elapsed before Congress next tried to pass a Bureau bill. 

During this time the President continued to discredit the body. In April a federal 

investigation into the Bureau was established with two “carefully selected” 

generals, Joseph S. Fullerton and James B. Steedman, chosen to head it up. 

George Bentley maintained that whilst Fullerton was a former acting assistant 

commissioner of Louisiana, he was certain to act against any radicalism within 

the body. Steedman was a former Douglas Democrat and an Ohio newspaper 

publisher, “eager to follow Johnson’s lead.”35

When reflecting on the investigation in his autobiography, General 

Howard maintained that for “political reasons” the President “desired to put 

before the people a very different view of the Bureau.” Johnson hoped to smear

34 In July 1865 General Fullerton rebuked Bureau agents who encouraged freedpeople to demand 
political rights. Fullerton claimed that it was “an object of the Bureau to have nothing to do with 
political questions.” Instead the Bureau’s role was to “see that the freedman works and supports 
himself, that he is not imposed upon, and that he has his equality before the law &c. The political 
question” was for the Civil Authorities. Fullerton was far from radical. Fullerton to Howard cited 
in Hahn et al., Land and Labor, p. 191; Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 23; O. Howard to F. 
Beecher, Feb. 23, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909); John H. Abel and La Wanda Cox, 
“Andrew Johnson and His Ghost Writers: An Analysis of the Freedmen’s Bureau and Civil 
Rights Veto Messages.” The Mississippi Valley Historical Review 48, no. 3 (Dec., 1961), p. 479; 
Carolina Watchman, Apr. 16, 1866.
35 Bentley, A History, p. 126.
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the federal body and to this end he was successful. On April 11, with reporters in 

tow, Steedman and Fullerton began their investigation. The first two states 

inspected were Virginia and North Carolina and it was in the Old North State 

that the scandal Johnson yearned for was found. Worst of all, it blackened the 

name and reputation of the state’s Assistant Commissioner Eli Whittlesey, 

forcing his resignation.3(1

On May 8, the New York Herald broke the expose of “Outrages Committed 

by Its [the Bureau’s] Agents,” maintaining “They Prove to be Speculators Instead 

of Philanthropists.” The paper claimed that the record of Freedmen’s Bureau 

officers was “likely to be one long black list of perversions of official position for 

the subserviency of private ends... The principal officers of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau in the State of North Carolina, for instance, are known to be engaged in 

cultivating plantations or in some other occupation tending to their private 

emolument.” The insinuation was made that Freedmen’s Bureau officers were 

carpetbaggers, more interested in abusing their position for personal profit rather 

than promoting philanthropy.37

Colonel Whittlesey was directly cited for prostituting his position as 

Assistant Commissioner to make private gain. At Pitt County in the east of the 

state Whittlesey had entered into parmership with another Bureau man Captain 

Horace James. In December 1865 they leased two plantations, Avon and Yankee 

Hall. The Bureau officials hoped they would make a profit from the venture and 

consequently both were referred to derogatorily as carpetbaggers. Patricia Click 

argues that although pecuniary reward was a motivating factor behind the 

project, it was also driven by ideology. James hoped that “[it] will soon be proved 

beyond a doubt that while negroes will not work for their old masters or under 

the overseers who used to drive them to their tasks with the lash, they will 

cheerfully work for men who treat them like human beings and pay them 

reasonable wages.”38

36 Howard, Autobiography II, p. 296.
37 New York Herald, May 8, 1866.
38 Ibid.; Click, Time Full of Trial, pp. 192-93; Congregationalist 18, Feb. 23, 1866.
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At the beginning of March a freedman by the name of Alsbury Keel, 

laboring on the Yankee Hall plantation was arrested “for breaking into the 

storeroom and stealing clothing therefrom.” The clothes were intended for 

distribution amongst the poor and destitute. Horace James who lived on the 

nearby Avon plantation decided to take matters into his own hands. Bypassing 

the procedure of a Bureau court case, James set Keel to work on ditch digging 

duty under armed guard. The freedman, however, broke free from his 

punishment and fled the plantation. Later that day Keel returned to the plantation 

and was spied by Yankee Hall’s white overseer David Boy den. When Keel 

realized that Boyden was in pursuit he fled from the overseer and “plunged into” 

a nearby river, attempting “to swim across.” Boyden ordered the freedman to 

return to the plantation, but Keel “kept on swimming across the river.” The 

overseer then shot in the direction of the freedman. After this, when there was no 

sound heard Boyden concluded that, “he had either killed Keel or that he was 

floating.” Keel’s body was not found until two weeks had elapsed. In this time 

Horace James reported the incident to his superior at the Bureau, Captain F.A. 

Seely but the Bureau hierarchy in the state (Whittlesey included) did not deem 

the incident worthy of an official investigation.39

When the Steedman-Fullerton report on North Carolina and Virginia was 

officially laid before Congress in May 1866, the reluctance of Whittlesey to 

instigate an inquiry was highlighted. The report claimed, “A number of freedmen 

at Newbem” had expressed “dissatisfaction at the manner in which” the case was 

“passed over without investigation.” The revelations made in the report were 

great enough to bring a court martial against Whittlesey and General Howard 

was forced to relieve the Colonel of his duties. At this point General Thomas H. 

Ruger replaced Whittlesey as the state’s Assistant Commissioner. The report also 

slurred other Tar Heel Bureau officials claiming that they gave “the sanction of 

the government to the establishment of wages far below what the labor is really 

worth.” Planter objections to agents were cited and it was claimed Bureau 

officials abused their position to take the best labor of the state onto their own

39 Joseph S. Fullerton and James B. Steedman, “The Steedman-Fullerton Report on Virginia and 
North Carolina, May 8, 1866, with accompanying papers.” House Executive Documents, 39 Cong., 1 
Sess., no. 120 (serial 1263), p. 24; Click, Time Full of Trial, p. 193.
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private plantations. Steedman and Fullerton credited this action of Bureau 

officials for creating much of the hostility that the body faced throughout the 

South.40

The report also made a damning criticism of the Assistant Superintendent 

at the Trent River settlement, the Reverend Edward S. Fitz. Steedman and 

Fullerton claimed that Fitz (a former army chaplain) exercised “the most 

arbitrary and despotic power,” practicing “revolting and un-heard of cruelties on 

the helpless ffeedmen under his charge.” Complaints made by freedpeople were 

investigated by Steedman and Fullerton and the testimony of “four intelligent 

ladies from the north” teaching in the settlement was taken. Investigation found 

that Fitz “had in two instances suspended freedmen with cords around their 

wrists, with their feet not touching the floor, and kept them in this position, in 

one case four and in the other six hours.” In another case Fitz placed a man 

arrested for debt in prison for months on end. While the man was incarcerated his 

wife and children were “reduced to abject destitution” and died of smallpox. 

Superintendent Fitz only allowed the imprisoned man to bury his last child under 

an armed guard. The report also claimed that six children were arrested for 

“playing in the streets on the Sabbath day” and held for ten days. Fitz levied a tax 

upon the owner of huts within the Trent River settlement and claimed that the tax 

was in support of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The superintendent was ruthless if 

taxation was not paid. Occupants of huts were forced onto the street or taken to 

prison. In extreme cases the Assistant Superintendent ordered that huts be 

destroyed for non-payment. The report could not establish the figure that Fitz had 

raised by his settlement tax, nor what he had done with it.41

Although Steedman and Fullerton’s findings were politically motivated to 

suit the needs of a hostile President, the revelations exposed in North Carolina 

rocked the Freedmen’s Bureau. Colonel Whittlesey was relieved of his position as 

Assistant Commissioner and ten other agents, were arrested. Colonel Whittlesey 

had discharged Fitz prior to Steedman and Fullerton’s report was made public, 

though the slurs brought against the Bureau stuck. Claims that unscrupulous

40 Fullerton and Steedman, “The Steedman-Fullerton Report,” pp. 70-71.
41 Ibid., pp. 68-69.
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officials were employing the structures of the body for their own financial gain 

ensured that the reputation of Bureau was mired in corruption. A hostile North 

Carolinian press was receptive to the findings of Steedman and Fullerton. On 

May 28, The Old North State argued that it would “be well for those who are 

abusing General Steedman for the character of his report on the Nigger Bureau, 

to recollect that the officer once commanded a division of negro troops, which he 

led into action at the battle of Nashville.” It was therefore “absurd to suppose that 

he would oppose the Bureau, did he not think it detrimental to those who were 

once under his command.”42

The only Bureau officer to emerge with any credit from the federal report 

was Clinton Cilley, superintendent in the western district of the state. Cilley’s 

performance was extolled by Steedman and Fullerton. “This efficient and 

competent officer has administered the affairs of the bureau within his district 

with much ability and impartiality.” In line with Cilley’s penchant for seeking the 

opinion of “the leading white citizens” the report authors found both those who 

were former Confederates and Union men happy with affairs under the 

superintendent. A “delegation of intelligent colored people” was similarly in 

agreement. The report attributed “much of the order and contentment... in the 

western district to Major Cilley’s judicious and honest administration.” In the 

west of the state the views of elites were taken to facilitate the vindication of a 

Democratic conservative leaning Bureau agent. In the east the testimony of 

freedpeople was employed to blacken the name of the federal body. Steedman 

and Fullerton had served their purpose and had produced a deleterious report on 

the running of the Freedmen’s Bureau.43

The trial of those arrested (including Whittlesey) dragged into the summer 

of 1866. This was intentional, as Johnson desired that the scandal remain in the 

public eye. Though several agents were convicted and removed from service in 

the Bureau, Horace James was acquitted. Colonel Whittlesey was only found 

guilty of a conflict of interest owing to his part ownership of the plantations in 

Pitt County. He thus came out of the scandal and trial “relatively unscathed” but

42 The Old North State, May 28, 1866.
43 For an assessment of Cilley’s handling of‘free-labor’ see Chapter 2, pp. 70-72; Fullerton and 
Steedman, “The Steedman-Fullerton Report,” p. 67.
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was removed from his position as Assistant Commissioner. After this he was 

taken from the state to work in Howard’s headquarters in Washington.

Whittlesey always felt somewhat bitter at the way he was treated. The Avon and 

Yankee Hall plantations only continued a couple of months longer. When the 

cotton crop failed in the fall of 1866 the venture was dissolved and in January 

1867 the property returned to the original owner.44

Paul Skeels Pierce wrote that although “the cases of malicious and 

criminal maladministration proved or charged by these inspectors were few... 

suspicion was cast upon many others.” The Steedman and Fullerton report shook 

confidence in the Freedmen’s Bureau, but Congress was keen to maintain the 

agency in the South. Johnson’s success in discrediting the body was not enough 

to prevent the legislature from passing another Bureau bill. The veto of the 

February bill followed hot on its heels by the veto of the Civil Rights bill had 

“created an almost unbridgeable rift between” the Republican Party and the 

President. The uncertain future of the body therefore became a battleground 

between Johnson and the legislature. Republicans in Congress, however, stole the 

march on the President and passed another Bureau bill. It was introduced on May 

22 passing the Senate on June 26. Johnson was again minded to veto the actions 

of the Congress. On Monday 16, July, the President informed the House of 

Representatives that he refused to accept the new bill. Johnson stated, “the 

legislation which it proposes would not be consistent with the welfare of the 

country and... it falls clearly within the reasons assigned in my message of the 

19th of February last.” Furthermore he posed the question “why should this war 

measure be continued beyond the period designated in the original act?”45

This time Congress was not prepared to accept the Presidential veto and 

the legislature enacted the Bureau bill. The life of the body was extended by two 

years with salaries afforded for subordinate officials. Though the Radicals had 

achieved a victory by giving the Bureau greater powers, they did not force

44 Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 116; Mobley, James City, p. 41-42.
45 Paul S. Pierce, The Freedmen’ Bureau: A Chapter in the History of Reconstruction. (New York, 1904), 
p. 66; Hans L. Trefousse, “Andrew Johnson and the Freedmen’s Bureau.” Paul A. Cimbala and 
Randall M. Miller eds., The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations. (New York, 
1999), p. 36-39; Congressional Globe, 39 Cong., 1 Sess., p. 3883.
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through as much as they hoped for. There was no wide ranging reform of land 

holding. The Freedmen’s Bureau thus remained greatly constrained in what it 

could accomplish. The conservatism of the body would remain. By overriding the 

veto Congress indicated that the balance of power was shifting from Johnson to 

the Radicals in Washington.46

In the Old North State and right across the South, there was apprehension 

from white conservatives about events in the capitol and their implications for 

Reconstruction policy. Tar Heel treasurer (and later President of the University of 

North Carolina), Kemp P. Battle pondered, “What course will Johnson take?” 

Fear gripped southern politics that the “dominant majority in Congress [were] 

more compact every day and more fiercely bent on overwhelming the President 

and destroying the South.” Robert L. Beall wrote to Cornelia Spencer from 

Lenoir County that he was doing what he could “to aid the wok of 

‘reconstruction,’ by eschewing politics.” He claimed that the “spirit of hate and 

revenge [burned] in the hearts of the victor” as a “wanton dislocation of my 

beloved South” was taking place.47

The foreboding of conservatives did not reflect greater sway for the 

Freedmen’s Bureau. After Whittlesey was unceremoniously removed as head of 

the body in North Carolina, his replacement General Ruger remained in the 

position for less than a month. At the end of June 1866 Brigadier General John 

Cleveland Robinson took the reins of power from Ruger. On 3, July Robinson 

contacted the state Governor, Jonathan Worth, sending copies of General Orders 

No. 3 with the demand they were circulated to judges and those in the legal 

profession. The terms of the General Orders were a “direct blow at the black 

codes” and strengthened the position of the military to intervene against the civil 

authorities. Worth was not disposed to heed the implicit warnings of the Bureau’s 

head in the state. Though the Governor followed the orders of Robinson and

46 David P. Currie, “The Reconstruction Congress.” The University of Chicago Law Review 75, no. 1 
(Winter, 2008), p. 393; Trefousse, “Andrew Johnson and the Freedmen’s Bureau,” p. 39.
47 K. Battle to B. Hedrick, Apr. 13, 1866, H. Johnson to Stephens, May 31, 1866, both cited in 
Michael Perman, Reunion Without Compromise: The South and Reconstruction: 1865-1868. 
(Cambridge, 1973), p. 193; R. Beal to C. Spencer, Aug. 29, 1866, Cornelia Phillips Spencer 
Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill.
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distributed copies of General Orders No. 3 to judges in the state, he did so with 

advice that they ignore it. Jonathan Worth was adamant that a separation of 

powers clause in the Tar Heel State constitution prevented him as Governor from 

giving such instruction to judicial officials.48

Worth followed his rejection of Robinson’s request with a letter to the 

President. Andrew Johnson was informed of Robinson’s wish to have the 

mil itary supersede the rule of the judiciary and Worth was confident that the 

President would reject this. The reply from Johnson was quick and Governor 

Worth was given the response he sought. Robinson was constrained and not 

allowed to suspend civil officials on his own. A week later on July 12, Worth 

continued his attack on Robinson and the Bureau. The Governor sent 

correspondence to Robinson with an enclosed copy of new state laws regarding 

the former slaves. Worth claimed these laws did not place the freedpeople at a 

disadvantage therefore he expected that courts were granted “exclusive 

jurisdiction injudicial matters relating to the freedmen.”49

On July 13, Robinson let Worth know that he would direct those in 

subordinate Bureau positions to pass over all cases that concerned the freedpeople 

to the civil courts. Only cases involving labor contracts that Bureau agents had 

signed off were exempt. Bradley points out that Jonathan Worth considered the 

actions of Robinson a victory. Hannibal D. Norton agent at Morganton in the 

west of North Carolina was conscious of a marked change in the actions of 

whites at his post after Robinson’s orders. He noted the following in a report for 

the month of August 1866. Since “the promulgation of G.O. No.3, directing 

officers of the Bureau to refer cases to the Civil authorities, a spirit of lawlessness 

seems to have sprung up among many of the whites in this Sub District.” The 

agent also cited “two instances of unlawful confinement.” Just as Freedmen’s

4* General Robinson, a graduate of West Point, served in the Mexican and Third Seminole Wars. 
Nicknamed ‘Old Reliable’ by men who served under him, Robinson reached division-level 
command in the Army of the Potomac. At the battle of Spotsylvania Court House, in May 1864, 
his left knee was shattered and required amputation. He finished the war as a member of the 
Veteran Reserve Corps. When Robinson took up the mantle of North Carolina’s Bureau Assistant 
Commissioner he also assumed the position of the state’s military commander. Bradley, Bluecoats 
d Tar Heels, pp. 117-18; Brooks D. Simpson, “Ulysses S. Grant and the Freedmen’s Bureau.” Paul 
A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller eds., The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations. 
(New York, 1999), p. 12.
41 J. Worth to J. Robinson, July 12, 1866, cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 118.
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Bureau officials in the field struggled with emboldened white conservatives, the 

hand of the municipal powers was also strengthened. Even though events in 

Washington had bolstered the future of the Freedmen’s Bureau across the South, 

arrogance remained on the part of civil authorities that they could act without 

reference to the federal agency. This was clearly demonstrated by a complete lack 

of cooperation with the Bureau in response to the catastrophic levels of 

destitution that raged during the summer of 1866.50

The destruction left by four years of war and the turmoil resulting from the 

collapse of slavery ensured that the job before agents right across the South was 

monumental from the outset. The number of rations issued by the Freedmen’s 

Bureau was testament to the sheer size of the difficulties faced. In the quarter 

ending on September 30, 1865, 508 924 rations were issued to North Carolinian 

ffeedpeople and refugees. During the following quarter ending on December 31, 

1865, the figure was 333 834. When drought struck in the summer of 1866 the 

crises facing the poor and destitute sharply increased. Agent at Murfreesboro, 

George Hawley, commented on the lack of rain for the months of June through 

August in Gates, Hertford and Bertie counties. Hawley said that the weather was 

so bad only one fourth of a crop of com was anticipated. At James City the scale 

of destitution was vividly portrayed by agent A.W. McKillip who had visited over 

600 hundred families to make “careful inquiries as to their prospects of self 

support during the coming winter.” Of those surveyed McKillip found a large 

number of families had just enough to keep them from dependency on the 

government, he claimed that “if the head of these families should be taken sick a 

week or two, it would cause them to be totally destitute.”51

50 Robinson’s order to Bureau personnel was delivered in the state Bureau’s General Orders No. 3 
There was, however, the proviso that should the civil authorities fail to arrest certain parties and 
bring them to justice, military officers could step in, Ibid., pp. 118-120; “Report of the Condition 
of the Freedmen and Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub District of Morganton NC, 
under the charge of Major Norton for the month ending August 3T‘ 1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml 909).
51 Roberta Alexander notes that the failure of harvests in the Tar Heel State was a surprise. She 
comments “by 1866 North Carolina’s economy was doing surprisingly well” and there was an 
expectation that cotton crop would prove greater than that of 1860. The Wilmington Dispatch 
claimed that things were “again flush.” Alexander, North Carolina Faces, pp. 119-120; Wilmington 
Dispatch, Apr. 25, 1866, cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 119; United States, Report of 
the Joint Committee on Reconstruction, p. 193; G. Hawley to S. Moore, Aug. 25, 1866, Roll 36, 
BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. McKillip to S. Moore, Aug. 23, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Under the direction of General Howard the Freedmen’s Bureau had 

always enjoyed a contradictory relationship with relief for the poor and starving. 

Although the Bureau was aiding destitute ffeedpeople and refugees from the 

outset of operations, Howard and those below him were keen to stress that the 

body was not “an eleemosynary organization.” The Commissioner stated that 

relieving destitution “without encouraging pauperism and idleness was at all 

times a difficult problem.” Indeed the provision of welfare was considered 

“abnormal to our system of government.” Howard believed that the freedpeople 

had to work and provide for their wellbeing and a constant ‘doling out’ of rations 

was no way to achieve this. Cimbala notes that, like Howard, field agents across 

the South were only too happy to hold back on releasing rations where possible. 

There was fear that as well as encouraging idleness by providing rations for the 

poor, that unscrupulous individuals would cheat the federal government out of 

rations. Richard Dillon at Beaufort believed that officials should take all 

precautions that rations only made it into the hands of those who were “actually 

suffering for food.” So constrained by requests, officials were even suspicious of 

petitions from women. Agents “quickly discovered they could not base their 

decisions solely” on gender and “whether... women were physically able to 

work.” A whole host of considerations was assessed before provisions were 

afforded to women. Was a woman married? Was she widowed? Was she 

respectable and only through matters beyond her control reduced to 

dependency?52

The harvests reaped that late summer of 1866 were devastating. The 

Bureau’s ideological framework of reducing the rations and provisions afforded 

was thus rendered wholly inadequate. The collected crops proved as desultory as 

Hawley at Murfreesboro had predicted. In Carteret and Onslow counties it was 

reported that the poor were endeavoring to survive on half grown com and were 

digging potatoes “not larger than marbles.” At Beaufort the com crop was 

reported as low as amounting to “half a crop.” The magnitude of the failing 

brought about a changed urgency to the Bureau’s dealings with poor relief.

52 Howard, Autobiography II, pp. 247, 365; Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 40; R. Dillon to C. 
Cilley, Aug. 20, 1866, Roll 6, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Farmer-Kaiser, Freedwomen and the 
Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 45.
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Instead of efforts aimed at economizing, agents reassessed and sought relief for 

those worst affected. Officials recounted the woes of the 1866 harvest to their 

superiors and petitioned state authorities seeking coordination of relief efforts. 

The response of both the Bureau hierarchy and municipal powers was 

inadequate.53

Across the South, 1866 had proved a desperate year. In Louisiana 

significant flooding devastated crops, this was especially problematic due to 

wartime destruction of levees. In Alabama and Mississippi Michael Fitzgerald 

informs us there were “abysmal crops.” Flooding combined with “bad seed, poor 

stock and... insect invasion” destroyed the harvest. At Albany, Georgia, the sub

assistant commissioner, reported that freedpeople approach “me with starvation” 

etched into “their faces.” The Upper South similarly suffered. Conditions were so 

appalling that a general collection day was held in northern churches, whilst the 

Senate set aside one million dollars for relief. State level authorities did their best 

to shirk their responsibility in alleviating the hardship. Excuses citing a lack of 

funds were given. Officials also argued that now that slavery had ceased any 

obligation to help the freedpeople had ceased. In Virginia and Tennessee 

cooperation between the Freedmen’s Bureau and state authorities was strained 

over the issue of providing for destitute freedpeople. A Bureau officer at Stafford 

Court House, Virginia, complained that the local board of overseers refused to 

help destitute blacks. The President of the board reposted “Not a damn bite will I 

give them.” Just west of the Old North State in Tennessee a state law of May 

1866 had enshrined equal treatment of black and white. Civil authorities, 

however, rebuffed the notion that they should relieve the former slaves on an 

equal basis with poor whites, no matter how much Bureau agents sought 

acquiescence.54

Poverty reigned in every part of North Carolina, from the mountainous 

west to the eastern seaboard. Stephen Moore, in charge of operations of the 

Bureau in the west remarked, “Destitution is reported from all parts of the

53 Ibid.; “Semi-Monthly Report for Beaufort commanded by Richard Dillon,” Roll 6, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml 909).
54 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 44; Fitzgerald, The Union League Movement, pp. 141, 170; 
Susan E. O’Donovan, Becoming Free in the Cotton South. (Cambridge, 2007), p. 170; Richardson, 
The Death of Reconstruction, p. 26.
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Distinct].” Col G.R. Bell, serving at Lincolnton reported “a vast amount of 

destitution... existing among both races... many persons who previous to the 

War were in affluent circumstances are now left in a state of destitution.” In the 

east at Beaufort, Richard Dillon, also noted poverty afflicted both black and 

white. Commenting on the widespread destitution he attributed the blame to “the 

large number of poor whites living on Sand Banks of this County, and the large 

number [of freedpeople] with large families who came in this County from the 

adjourning counties during the occupancy by the U.S. forces.” The need for 

intervention was immense.5''

In North Carolina the civil authorities directed provision for the destitute 

through the Wardens of the Poor. The body was a relic of North Carolina’s 

colonial past and like other state authorities in the South, displayed little wish to 

aid Freedmen’s Bureau agents with poor relief. Howard Rabinowitz argues that 

this discomfort emanated from white unease at “the migration of large numbers 

of rural blacks to southern cities.” He went on explaining that these cities could 

not fund “normal services” after the war, and also that they were “determined to 

perpetuate antebellum welfare policy.” In other words, city authorities resolved 

not to provide for freedpeople. The General Assembly of North Carolina had in 

fact brought about segregation of poor relief during 1866. A law was passed that 

year prescribing the election of “two distinct and independent court of wardens” 

by local justices of the peace. One “of whom shall act as the wardens of the white 

poor, and the other as the wardens of the colored poor. ” This emboldened 

conservative sentiment within the Wardens, and the Bureau found the body 

unwilling to coordinate poor relief.56

Freedmen’s Bureau officials found communication with the Wardens of 

the Poor extremely difficult. More often than not, correspondence from Bureau

55 “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the Dist 
of West North Carolina, Stephen Moore, June 15th 1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); G. Bell 
to S. Moore, June 13, 1866, Roll 59, BRFAL-NC (M1909); R. Dillon to S. Moore, Dec. 15, 1866, 
Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
56 Roy Melton Brown comments that the American “Revolution brought no important change in 
the theory or practice of poor relief in North Carolina,” Roy M. Brown, Public Poor Relief In North 
Carolina. (Illinois, 1976), p. 24; Howard N. Rabinowitz, “From Exclusion to Segregation: Health 
and Welfare Services for Southern Blacks, 1865-1890.” The Social Science Review 48, no. 3 (Sept., 
1974), p. 329; State of North Carolina, Public Laws of the State of North Carolina Passed by the General 
Assembly at Its Special Session of1866. (Raleigh, 1866), pp. 102-03.
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agents to the Wardens went unanswered. William Doherty, at Elizabeth City, 

complained that acknowledgment of his letters to the Wardens was few and far 

between. When letters were answered the responses were more often than not 

negative. The Wardens of the Poor for Carteret County informed the Bureau in 

September 1866 that proposed additional burdens on them would be too great to 

meet. A Bureau Circular had demanded necessary extra support be in place by 

October 1, yet the County’s Wardens maintained this “would be absolutely 

impossible.” A railroad debt of $50 000, significant indebtedness to private 

individuals, as well as supporting the current paupers in the County were all too 

great a burden that the Wardens already shouldered it was argued. Richard 

Dillon, agent for Beaufort maintained that the Wardens of the Poor refused to 

report “to this office... of what disposition they have made to meet the wants, of 

the dependants, or destitute.” At Murfreesboro George Hawley decried the “civil 

authorities” that persisted “in refusing to provide for maintaining aged and 

helpless freedmen.” Although a “number of cases of this nature have been 

referred to the Wardens of the Poor in the different counties... they pass without 

notice” he grumbled. Worse still, in Bertie County no Wardens were appointed 

from after the war until the fall of 1866. Hawley pointed his finger at magistrates 

whom he notified several times about this deficiency, but to no avail.5'

The Wardens were hostile to the intentions of the Freedmen’s Bureau. 

Charles Dodge found the Wardens “not willing to do anything” for the “helpless 

freedmen... the authorities refuse in every instance to make the slightest effort for 

their aid.” When Dodge later took up a Bureau posting at Edenton, he found a 

similar disposition on the part of the civil powers there. “Nearly every extreme 

case of destitution among the whites is provided for by the County authorities but 

they will not extend the same aid to colored paupers” he complained. William 

Doherty described the body as “quite apathetic & careless of the suffering of the 

poor Freedmen.” Unless proactive steps were taken “for the support of the

57 W. Doherty to J. Foote, Sept. 19, 1867, Roll 12, BRFAL-NC (M1909); The Wardens of the 
Poor of Carteret County, to R. Dillon, Sept. 4, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Report of the 
Condition of Freedmen, and the Operation of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub Dist of Beaufort 
of the Eastern District N.C. Commanded by Capt Richard Dillon, Sept. 25, 1867,” Roll 6, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909); G. Hawley to S. Moore, Feb. 25, 1867, Roll 37, BRFAL-NC (M1909); G. 
Hawley to S. Moore, Sept. 25, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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destitute, by the U.S. Govt, many will suffer, & many will perish” the agent 

predicted. "x

The desperate conditions of 1866 continued into 1867 without any let up, 

as did municipal noncompliance to the pleas of the Bureau. At this time Congress 

“ever reluctant to give more money to the agency” was forced into action. On 

March 30, 1867, Howard was given the authority to take funds from federal 

budgets outside of his own to coordinate a response to the destitution and 

starvation. With this money the Bureau could buy food for the poor of both races. 

At the start of April Howard moved and appropriated $500 000 for this end. On 

April 4, (North Carolina’s former Assistant Commissioner) Eli Whittlesey now 

the body’s Inspector General was tasked with overseeing the federal relief effort.59

The federal commitment to poor relief was tied to the specific crises that 

beset the South during 1866 and 1867. When these passed “so too did the 

Bureau’s concerns for helping the destitute.” By August 1867 there were 

expectations of better harvests across the South and the Bureau reined back its 

commitment to poor relief. Paul Cimbala notes that the Freedmen’s Bureau 

continued to support those in hospitals and institutions with provisions after 

1867, though “relief to able-bodied poor was incidental.” On the ground in North 

Carolina agents found this a major problem. At Elizabeth City harvests only 

amounted to two-thirds of the usual yield. Cotton bulbs were found dropping off 

before opening with their center’s rotten. Worse still, flooding ensured that 

vegetable and animal matter decayed spreading disease. Reports of officials such 

as Stephen Moore requested a rethink of the central policy. In October 1867 

Moore declared that he expected great suffering and distress at Carteret and 

Craven counties. Adding that little was expected from the Wardens of the Poor, 

Moore commented, “I would most respectfully state, that it is my opinion that it 

will be necessary for the Government to resume the issue of Rations to the above 

mentioned Classes by next December, to prevent great destitution if not 

starvation.” That same month at Beaufort, Richard Dillon, feared “a great

58 C. Dodge, to F. Seely, Mar. 25, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (M1909); C. Dodge to J. Chur, May 
30, 1868, Roll 10, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of the Sanitary Conditions of the 
Freedmen in Sub Dist of Elizabeth City N.C. under the charge of William H. Doherty Agent 
BRFAL, for the 15 days ending October 15lh 1867,” Roll 12, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
59 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 45.
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amount of distress” was likely “In consequence of the unfavorable seasons for the 

crops particularly corn.” Dillon was adamant that “industrious and heretofore 

self supporting Freedmen” would suffer. Furthermore he stated that the farmers 

who employed the freedpeople could no more than pay their wages. Like Moore, 

Dillon rallied against the “total stopping of the issue of rations,” arguing that this 

had “resulted in a great deal of destitution.”60

The national commitment to materially aiding the former slaves and 

destitute whites was, however, dead as the fall of 1867 turned to winter. Howard 

was always more concerned that the freedpeople provide for themselves, and 

could not end the extra provision of rations soon enough. Though Bureau 

officials like Dillon and Moore continued to plea for federal assistance, their cries 

went unheard. Freedmen’s Bureau agents suffered from their ambiguous 

association with Washington. The agency’s very presence in a state brought the 

national government to the door of southerners. To conservatives this was 

unwelcomed and consequently bodies like the Wardens of the Poor reacted in a 

hostile manner refusing to coordinate relief efforts. Although the Bureau brought 

Washington into the South the federal hierarchy was not flexible enough to take 

on board suggestions from agents in the field. The all-consuming obsession that 

former slaves might become dependent upon government ‘charity’ dictated that 

rations and provisions were only grudgingly given. The need expressed by both 

Dillon and Moore was very real, yet those in the capitol would not act 

accordingly. Dillon continued his petitions for more aid through the winter. He 

particularly highlighted “those unable to work from old age and infirmities and 

women with large families” as those most worthy of federal help. During the 

winter of 1867-68 he claimed that they were “in more need... than they were at

60 Ibid., p. 45; “Semi-Monthly Report of Sanitary Conditions of the Freedmen in the Sub District 
of Elizabeth City, for the fifteen days August 15th 1867,” Roll 12, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Report 
of the Conditions of Freedmen and Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the 3rd Sub District of 
North Carolina under the charge of Lt Col Stephen Moore V.R.C. Sub Asst Com for the month 
ending October 31st 1867,” Roll 38, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Report of the Condition of Freedmen, 
and the Operation of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub Dist of Beaufort of the Eastern District 
N.C. Commanded by Capt Richard Dillon, for the month of October 1867,” Roll 6, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml 909).
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anytime since it was necessary for the government to take them under its care.” 

His remonstration went unheeded.61

For all the good that the Freedmen’s Bureau brought to the southern states 

it was always constrained by the ideology that dominated the US between the end 

of the Civil War and the turn of the new century. This had proved the case with 

‘free-labor’s’ transportation south. Providing for the destitute and helpless after 

the war was constrained by the social norms of the day. This is not to say that the 

Bureau’s efforts were miserly. The body made a monumental difference in 

provision for the destitute. Indeed by the end of the winter 1867-68, the 

Freedmen’s Bureau had issued over 18 000 000 rations across the South, (5 234 

779 going to white southerners). There was need, however, for more and the 

destitution that agents wimessed day-to-day was evidence of this. Right until the 

Bureau effectively ceased operations at the end of 1868, officials witnessed 

destitution within their sub-districts. Radicals in Washington did their best to 

legislate land provision for the freedpeople and Trumbull had included this within 

his first Freedmen’s Bureau bill of February 1866, but this was never realized. 

Without land the freedpeople never had the means for subsistence and were at the 

mercy of others. In the years 1866-67 they were also at the mercy of the elements. 

The remit of the federal agency was never great enough to deal with the poverty 

faced by both races in the aftermath of the war.62

While freedpeople and poor whites struggled through the desperate 

conditions of destitution and depression, in Washington things had swung fully in 

favor of the Radicals. In the elections to Congress held during October 1866 the 

Republican Party achieved dominant majorities in both the Senate and the 

House. At the Fortieth Congress Republicans would sufficiently outnumber the 

Democrats and hold complete power. Eric Foner explains that the election was 

effectively a “referendum on the Fourteenth Amendment.” It was also a 

judgment on the President’s handling of Reconstruction. Johnson was humbled 

by the election results and his plans for Reconstruction were abruptly halted.

61 “Report of the Condition of Freedmen, and the Operation of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub 
Dist of Beaufort of the Eastern District N.C. Commanded by Capt Richard Dillon, for the month 
of December 1867,” Roll 6, BRFAL-NC (Ml 909).
62 Cimbala, The Freedmen’s Bureau, p. 45.
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Harpers Weekly described “the elections of this autumn” as a “triumph for every 

man who honestly believes in the intelligence of the people.”63

In the South the results were viewed with shock. North Carolinian 

abolitionist, Benjamin S. Hedrick, was a voice in the wilderness when he said that 

the “South will gain nothing by fighting the battles of defeated Northern 

demagogues.” Newspapers had misrepresented national politics and there was 

disbelief when the Radicals triumphed. This did not produce a “political 

reassessment” in the former Confederacy. Electoral returns to the North 

Carolinian General Assembly of 1866-67 and for Governor backed the position of 

Jonathan Worth and the Conservatives. White conservatives were adamant that 

North Carolina should not conform to the directives of the Radicals in 

Washington and pass the Fourteenth Amendment.64

Events in the Capitol soon diminished Worth’s room for maneuver. At the 

beginning of March 1867 Congress passed the Reconstruction Act and the former 

Confederacy (Tennessee aside, as the state had ratified the Fourteenth 

Amendment) was placed under military rule. Dixie was divided into five military 

districts. North Carolina and its neighbor South Carolina were combined in the 

Second Military District under the command of Major General Daniel Edgar 

Sickles. Steven Hahn affirms that “nearly two years after the Confederate armies 

had begun to surrender and more than a year after Congress had refused to seat 

representatives from the former Confederate states, the mark of Radicalism was 

indelibly inscribed into the cornerstone of the reconstructed American republic.” 

Through the Act, freedmen were given the vote and Congressional 

Reconstruction was embarked upon. African-Americans in North Carolina were 

on the whole, buoyed by the passing of the Reconstruction Act. Roberta

63 The Fourteenth Amendment’s “central principle” was “a national guarantee of equality before 
the law.” Each state was required to ratify the amendment before it was returned to the Union; 
Foner, Reconstruction, pp. 257, 267; Harper’s Weekly, Oct. 27, 1866.
64 Hedrick was a native of Salisbury, Rowan County. He advised that the South ought to “act 
reasonably” if this was the case then the next Congress (the 40th Congress) would “act more 
liberally toward the South... and so Andrew Johnson will succeed in his main design of finishing 
reconstruction during his term of office.” Worth, Correspondence II, p. 784; Foner, Reconstruction, p.
268.
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Alexander explained that across the Old North State, the freedpeople conducted 

meetings to prepare for their arrival into the body politic.65

Conservative African-Americans urged caution at this time. At a meeting 

of freedpeople in Halifax, speaker Silas Barnes claimed that the “negro’s duty 

[was] to labor.” Politics according to Barnes was something that the freedpeople 

should “steer aloof’ of. Indeed “politics was the rock on which the Union was 

dissolved.” One of North Carolina’s foremost African- Americans, James Henry 

Harris, was in agreement. Freedpeople in the state referred to Harris as the ‘black 

war-horse of Raleigh’ and ‘Mr. Politician.’ In 1863 he was commissioned to help 

raise the 28th Regiment of US Colored Troops. After the war he was a leading 

member of the Republican Party and was considered a good speaker. His politics 

were conservative and he was “primarily responsible for convincing his race that 

it should adopt a similar course.” Although he urged celebration of the 

Reconstruction Act, he did so with the caveat that the freedpeople work hard, 

obey the law and become educated. He explained that the former slaves were 

now empowered with rights and that nothing should “abate... our manhood as a 

people.” He informed them “we are on trial before the tribunal of the nation and 

the world... let us do nothing to re-kindle the slumbering fires of prejudice 

between the two races.”66

Congressional Reconstruction proved disappointing for the freedpeople. 

For “all of Congress’s seeming radicalism, it never fully appreciated what arsenals 

of power lay buried among the southern states.” General Sickles officially took 

command of the Second Military District on March 21, 1867. On this day he

65 Daniel E. Sickles hailed from New York. Prior to the Civil War he served as both a lawyer and 
a Congressman. He was sympathetic to the cause of session but when war arrived in April 1861 
he joined the Union Army. At the Battle of Gettysburg Sickles was gravely wounded by a 
Confederate cannon ball, and required amputation of his right leg. He returned to Washington “a 
battle-scared hero.” Once recuperated Sickles was sent by Lincoln on an inspection tour of the 
occupied South. He continued service in the US Army after the war, accepting Command of the 
Department of South Carolina (North Carolina was later added to his responsibilities), before 
assuming command of the Second Military District; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 135-37; 
Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet, p. 163.
66 James Henry Harris heralded from Granville County. William S. Powell ed., Dictionary of North 
Carolina Biography, Volume 3. (Chapel Hill, 1988), p. 53; Frenise A. Logan, The Negro in North 
Carolina 1876-1894. (Chapel Hill, 1964), p. 29; John H. Haley, Charles N. Hunter and Race Relations 
in North Carolina. (Chapel Hill, 1987), p. 15; Barnes and Harris cited in Alexander, North Carolina 
Faces, p. 94.
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issued General Orders No. 1, which proclaimed that the “civil government now 

existing in North Carolina and South Carolina is provisional only, and in all 

respects subject to the paramount authority of the United States.” The 

proclamation continued that should “any civil officer, magistrate, or court 

[neglect] or [refuse] to perform an official act... required... the case will be 

reported by the post commander to these headquarters” and an arrest made of the 

official. This appeared confrontational posturing on the part of Sickles. His 

positioning over the personnel employed was much more conciliatory. Sickles 

was adamant that most civil officers in the state were worthy of removal (the 

disability clause of the Fourteenth Amendment rendered this the case). However 

as he could not find suitable individuals to replace them, the municipal 

authorities remained in place. Sickles thus gave the impression that he was happy 

to leave the civil authorities untouched and the state laws as they were.67

The manner in which Congressional Reconstruction unfolded in North 

Carolina gave hope to civil authorities that they could continue to act as they 

pleased. For the Bureau there was confusion. Assistant Commissioners were 

placed under the direct control of district commanders. Howard was therefore no 

longer in full control of the Freedmen’s Bureau. His orders were now constrained 

by the military presence. In the spring of 1867 the Tar Heel State received a new 

Assistant Commissioner, Nelson A. Miles. Miles made an immediate impression 

with his first circular, issued on April 26. The Reconstruction Act required voter 

registration and General Sickles had asked Governor Worth to recommend 

registrars for elections. Miles insisted in the circular that Bureau personnel 

compile their own list of registrars. This list required one black and two white 

registrars per voting precinct. Ex-Confederates were barred from performing this 

role according to Miles’ circular and there was the stipulation that a Bureau 

officer was one of the two whites. General Sickles undermined this intention of 

the Assistant Commissioner. Twelve days after the Bureau circular appeared the 

Commander of the Second Military District issued General Orders No. 18. The 

order stipulated only the need for “three discreet and qualified persons, to be 

appointed by the commanding general.” There was no racial qualification within

67 Nelson, Iron Confederacies, p. 51; McPherson, The Political History of the United States ofAmerica 
During the Period of Reconstruction, p. 202; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 137.
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the new order. When the Governor’s nominations were received there were only 

a handful of former slaves put forward. Sickles’ eagerness “to expedite voter 

registration” had constrained the power of the Bureau in the state.68

This incident between Miles and Sickles illuminates the difficulties that the 

Freedmen’s Bureau faced during Military Reconstruction. Each agent and official 

of the body was now answerable to both the Bureau hierarchy and a district 

commander. The work of Reconstruction was undermined. What did not change 

was the obstinacy of white conservatives and their wish to weaken the 

performance of the Freedmen’s Bureau. As the destitution raging in certain part 

of the states continued the Wardens of the Poor maintained their aloofness.

Agent Allan Rutherford at Wilmington complained on October 11, 1867, that he 

had “written three letters to the Wardens of the poor of Brunswick and New 

Hanover” September on 8, 12, and 26, “but no notice has been taken of them and 

I learn on inquiring that no steps have been taken by the authorities to provide for 

the poor.” Bureau agents like Rutherford were compromised without the 

authority to impose on the municipal powers. Supposedly the Freedmen’s Bureau 

was heading up the work of Reconstruction, yet the civil authorities were able to 

dictate much of the terms to the federal agency.69

Instead of supporting the destitute, the civil authorities were in fact 

worsening the plight of the poor. Richard Dillon complained that taxes from both 

the state and national level were levied on those struggling to makes ends meet. 

While they agreed that increased taxation was a necessary measure, Bureau 

agents were concerned that they were headed in the wrong direction. William 

Doherty at Elizabeth City argued that “unless the Military Authorities will take 

some measures for enforcing the Collection of an adequate tax for the support of 

the destitute in this Sub. District, the matter will be neglected, as in past time, & 

great suffering, especially, among the poor, old, infirm & bed ridden Cold people

68 Nelson A Miles was a native of Westminster, Massachusetts. Serving with the 61st New York 
Infantry Regiment he earned promotion to the position of Colonel after his performance at the 
battle of Antietam. Miles “emerged from the Civil War a tested combat commander,” but also 
with a reputation for interest in the former slaves, Peter R. DeMontravel, A Hero To His Fighting 
Men: Nelson A. Miles 1839-1925. (Kent, 1998), pp. 13, 43, 53; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 150- 
51; Senate Executive Documents, 40 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 14 p. 66.
69 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Oct. 11, 1867, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
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will be the result.” Bureau agents could see that thousands of destitute poor were 

crippled by a lack of money, yet civil authorities continued to squeeze them for as 

much money as possible. Charles Dodge pointed out the rather perverse position 

in which the “colored people are heavily taxed by the counties” while “none of 

them receive any assistance from the County authorities, however destitute their 

condition may be.”70

Freedmen’s Bureau agents were greatly constrained in their endeavors.

The job expected of them was massive and the resources provided were wholly 

inadequate. Throughout the South a shortage of funds were available to the body. 

This was especially felt in North Carolina, where spending on the body was 

considerably less than in other states. Without the finances required and sufficient 

manpower to proactively attend to affairs at hand, the task before the the body 

dwarfed its men. The ravages of disease and destitution placed an even greater 

burden on the shoulders of the federal agency and at times the Bureau appeared a 

helpless bystander as the poor of both races suffered. If the Bureau had managed 

to engineer effective coordination with the civil authorities at state level, the job 

before each would have lessened. There was, however, a distinct lack of 

willingness on the part of the municipal powers to engage their services in 

conjunction with the Freedmen’s Bureau. The association with the freedpeople 

and the implicit misunderstanding that the body was an agency solely designed 

for the welfare of the former slaves ensured that civil authorities wanted nothing 

to do with it. State level intransigence was aided by events in the Capitol. 

Johnson’s veto of the original Bureau bill gave a shot in the arm to conservatives 

across the South whilst his federal inquiry was extremely damaging for the body 

in the Tar Heel State. Whittlesey’s removal under a cloud of intrigue and 

insinuation was emblematic of the damage done to the Freedmen’s Bureau in 

North Carolina.

Even when political developments in Washington swung in favor of the 

Radicals, the Bureau struggled to assert its authority. Having to serve two

70 “Report of the Condition of Freedmen, and the Operation of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub 
Dist of Beaufort of the Eastern District N.C. Commanded by Capt Richard Dillon, for the month 
of October 1867,” Roll 6, BRFAL-NC (M1909); W. Doherty to J. Foote, Sept. 19, 1867, Roll 12, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909); C. Dodge to A. Coats, July 10, Roll 1866, Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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different masters was problematic for a Bureau official. Indeed the district 

commanders were not always sympathetic to the work of the body. Sickles’ 

undermining of new Assistant Commissioner John Cleveland Robinson was a 

case in point. The unceremonious rebuttal of Johnson’s plans for Reconstruction 

by Congress was not enough to restrain the actions of those who sought to curtail 

the authority of the Bureau. The manpower, horsepower, finances and -and most 

importantly, perhaps - the will on the part of the federal Government was not 

there.
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4.

“An exhaustive drain of blood”

The overarching conservatism of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the hostility 

that emanated from civil authorities did not preclude all agents from defending 

and aiding the position of the freedpeople. Agents like Allan Rutherford at 

Wilmington risked their personal security in protecting the rights of the former 

slaves. Andrew Johnson’s endorsement of a quick and painless Reconstruction 

for the former Confederacy ensured that white conservatives had a considerable 

arsenal at their disposal to thwart wide-ranging reform. George Rable comments 

that in the aftermath of the war, the northern victors were “amazingly lenient,” 

citing the execution of only a single rebel as evidence of this. Rable also points to 

the irony that in the postwar period “the losers in the conflict - the white 

southerners - committed numerous acts of violence against the winners.” After 

the war unionists, freedpeople and Republicans became targets as the former 

Confederates unleashed a terrorist campaign. Though the white South was beaten 

and frustrated in its war aims, through the use of violence after, it proved 

successful in blocking federal plans for Reconstruction. Ultimately the efforts of 

agents like Rutherford were in vain.1

Violence was part of everyday life during Reconstruction. For the 

freedpeople this was a deadly menace. Attempts to sustain autonomy were 

checked by intimidation, threats and brutality. Acrimony on the part of aggrieved 

late masters ensured that their former ‘property’ was a target for aggression. 

During Reconstruction “all forms of social relations were in turmoil.” The

1 Henry Wirz was the only Confederate executed for crimes committed during the Civil War. He 
was tried and convicted in Washington D.C. for “detestable deeds” committed against 
approximately 45,000 Union Prisoners of War at the Andersonville prison in Georgia. In 
“violation of the laws of war” he impaired and injured the health of federal prisoners “by 
subjecting [them] to torture and great suffering.” On November 10, 1865 Wirz was executed. 
Ambrose Spencer, A Narrative of Andersonville: Drawn from the Evidence Elicited On the Trial of Henry 
Wirz the Jailer. (New York, 1866), pp. ix, 266-268; George Rable, But There Was No Peace: The Role 
of Violence in the Politics of Reconstruction. (Athens, 2007), p. 1.
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foundations of society and the political order were contested and debated through 

even the most “trivial [of] encounters” between black and white. If a former slave 

failed to show deference to a white person in public, this could lead to bitter 

repercussions. Before the war’s conclusion, Confederate President Jefferson Davis 

had warned that “There are no vital points on the preservation of which the 

Confederacy depends. There is no military success of the enemy which can 

accomplish its destruction... nor... can save the enemy from the constant and 

exhaustive drain of blood and treasure which must continue until he shall 

discover that no peace is attainable unless based on the recognition of our 

indefensible rights.” Should the Union emerge victorious, Davis promised a 

bloody peace. The stakes were high and Reconstruction proved an extremely 

violent and dangerous period.2

Paul Escort informs us that in the early stages of Reconstruction violence 

in North Carolina was so widespread and prevalent it “came close to equalling 

the later lawlessness of the Ku Klux Klan.” Bureau agents began operations in the 

summer of 1865 in this atmosphere. One of the most unsettled places that the 

Bureau established itself in North Carolina was the port city of Wilmington. 

Located on the southeastern seaboard, Wilmington was home to the headquarters 

of the Southern District of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the state. The city was of 

vital importance during the Civil War, serving as the primary “haven for 

blockade runners.” According to former Confederate officer John Johns, this 

rendered “the little town of Wilmington, North Carolina” the second most 

important place in the Confederacy after the capitol. The wartime legacy of 

Wilmington was “a mixed blessing.” Confederate blockade runner John 

Wilkinson commented that the “staid old town of Wilmington was turned ‘topsy

turvy’ during the war... the town was infested with rogues and desperadoes who 

made a livelihood by robbery and murder. It was unsafe to venture into the 

suburbs at night, and even in daylight, there were frequent conflicts on the street, 

between the crews of the steamers in port and the soldiers stationed in the town,

2 Eric Foner, “Reconstruction Revisited.” Reviews in American History 10, no.4 The Promise of 
American History: Progress and Prospects. (Dec., 1982), p. 95; Jefferson Davis to the Confederate 
Congress, Nov. 7, 1864, Jefferson Davis, Jefferson Davis, Constitutionalist: His Letters, Papers, and 
Speeches VI. Edited by Dunbar Rowlans. (Mississippi, 1923), pp. 386-87.
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in which knives and pistols would be freely used; and not infrequently a dead 

body would rise to the surface of the water in one of the docks with marks of 

violence upon it. The civil authorities were powerless to prevent crime.”3

In January 1865, after serving an integral part in the Confederate war 

effort, Wilmington fell to federal forces. The man placed in control of the city’s 

eight County Military District in February was General Joseph Roswell Hawley. 

The General was a native of North Carolina and a Radical. William McKee 

Evans comments that, in Hawley “Conservatives had an adversary of formidable 

proportions.” During Hawley’s command of Wilmington, the Bureau was 

established in Washington. Like other Radicals, Hawley was greatly disappointed 

by the lack of movement on land redistribution after the legislation passed. The 

General thus contacted other Radicals near Wilmington to probe whether it was 

possible to enact their own measures on this front. On March 20, plans were 

published that envisaged the Commanding General taking possession of vast 

swathes of abandoned property. Hawley acted on this and was considered 

“ruthless with the property of the gentry.” He only remained in position at 

Wilmington, for five months, leaving in June 1865. Yet such was the uproar 

provoked by his policy of land seizure Hawley was hated by the white 
conservative population of the city. One commented in the Wilmington Journal 

that “probably no government official, who has ever been in command [in the 

South] rendered himself so objectionable to the Southern people, by his extreme 

Radical views, and his utter disregard of the feelings and conditions of the white 

population.”4

3 ‘Blockade running’ was a vital lifeline for Confederate forces. On April 19, 1861, President 
Abraham Lincoln issued a “Proclamation of Blockade Against Southern Ports.” To maintain 
supplies for the war effort the Confederacy had to covertly ‘run the blockade.’ Wilmington “was a 
natural site for blockade running.” Though it was not a commercial or urban center, Wilmington 
had two distinct advantages: railroads and two different passages from the Cape Fear River to the 
Ocean. Having two routes in and out of Wilmington ensured that Union forces were frustrated in 
policing the ships coming into the town. Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, Sept., 1866, p. 497; 
Stephen R. Wise, Lifeline of the Confederacy: Blockade Running During the Civil War. (Columbia, 
1988), p.124; Paul Escott cites the Ph.D. of Jesse Parker Bogue Jr., “Violence and Oppression in 
North Carolina during Reconstruction, 1865-1873.” University of Maryland, 1973 as evidence of 
the considerable violence at the start of Reconstruction in North Carolina; Escott, Many Excellent 
People, p. 103; Foote, Red River to Appomattox, pp. 492-93; John Wilkinson, The Narrative of a 
Blockade-Runner. (New York, 1877), p. 199.
4 Hawley was an abolitionist and a Free-Soiler. He was also a member of the Connecticut bar. 
After the war he enjoyed a political career. He was elected governor of Connecticut in 1866 and
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When Charles J. Wickersham established the Bureau at Wilmington in 

August 1865 the city was convulsed with rage. White conservatives had rallied in 

the immediate aftermath of the war to oppose the newfound freedoms of the 

freedpeople and were indignant at the prospect of land redistribution. Upon the 

Bureau commencing activities in Wilmington a steady stream of former slaves 

presented themselves to testify about the vicious treatment they’d received at the 

hands of white citizens. On September 1, freedman Alonzo Bell of Kenansville, 

some 60 miles away, arrived at the Bureau offices in Wilmington. He complained 

that a white man, Thomas Watson, had brutalized him “on or about the night of 

June 22.” Watson came to the house where Bell was staying, searched it, then 

“called Alonzo off the bed on which he was laying.” The freedman was struck on 

“on the head, with a gun” then beaten and kicked. After this he was tied up “by 

his thumbs to a tree near the Court House at Kenansville keeping him [there] one 

hour.”* * 5

Freedwoman Margaret Green travelled fifteen miles to bring her 

grievance before the Bureau headquarters in Wilmington. On August 30, Green 

presented herself to the Bureau office and reported the actions of her former 

master, a Mr. Joseph Green. The freedwoman complained that she was whipped, 

driven from her house and refused access to her personal effects. Former masters 

pushed freedpeople off plantations to establish complete control over labor. By 

exerting dominance planters and employers hoped to replicate conditions as close 

to slavery as they could. The testimony delivered at the Bureau office in 

Wilmington was not dissimilar to complaints across the South. The city’s pivotal 

role during the war had increased tensions. However, the violence within 

Wilmington was representative of white displeasure at the altered social relations. 

Violence was more than simply “bad manners, anger, or hunger bred by years of 

war.”6

went on to spend 39 years in Congress. Wilmington Journal, Apr. 7, 1868, cited in William McKee
Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails: Reconstruction on the Lower Cape Fear. (Chapel Hill, 1966), pp. 54-59.
5 “Testimony of Alonzo Bell, Sept. 1, 1865,” Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
6 “Testimony of Margaret Green, Aug. 30, 1865,” Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Cimbala, Under 
the Guardianship, p. 204.
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Dan T. Carter comments that violence “characterized southern society in 

the wake of Appomattox.” Carter contends that to white southerners such 

“bloody personal encounters... were not reflections of illegality as much as 

extralegality.” Violence defined social limits within the South. The agricultural 

plantation system, the legacy of slavery and the “existence of a strong unwritten 

code of behavior” all combined to diminish the power of the law. Instead custom 

embodied folkways that established accepted social practices. Violence was thus 

an extension of control that the white population used against the freedpeople in 

the immediate months of freedom.'

The considerable distances that freedpeople travelled to meet with the 

Bureau (60 miles in the case of Bell), was indicative of the faith that the former 

slaves placed in the federal body. There was an implicit expectation that the 

Freedmen’s Bureau would support the rights of African-Americans and protect 

them from the excesses of white brutality. The task before an agent was 

monumental and officials struggled to exert their authority over affairs. John 

Richard Dennett explained that even in the west of the state (where race relations 

were never as explosive as in the east) the Bureau struggled to contain the 

violence of the immediate postwar period. On September 7, 1865 Dennett visited 

Greensboro. The northern journalist commented that the Bureau official here, 

like “the rest of its agents whom I have seen [was] an overworked officer.” Police 

duty was left to “the home guard of each County, and consequently there [were] 

no Federal garrisons from which the superintendent might draw assistance.” Just 

as at Wilmington, freedpeople travelled great distances to the Bureau office, 

“perhaps fifty miles.” to lay a complaint before an agent. Dennett explained that 

the freedpeople were unlikely to seek redress from the home guard, for in one of 

the counties “the captain of the guard... was much surprised and little pleased to 

learn... that he had no right to whip Negroes whose masters found fault with 

them.” At Greensboro Dennett claimed that “fifty or sixty complaints” were 

heard every day. The Bureau officer in charge, Asa Teal, was “only ten days” 

into service of the agency and had experienced “two cases of Negro shooting.”

7 Dan T. Carter, When the War Was Over: The Failure of Self-Reconstruction in the South, 1865-67. 
(Baton Rouge, 1985), p. 19.
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This had resulted in the crippling of one freedman and the slight wounding of 

another.8

Teal commented to Dennett that “if a Negro says anything or does 

anything that [whites] don’t like, the “first notion” among “a great many” was 

“to take a gun and put a bullet into him or a charge of shot.” Cases of assault 

were “very numerous, and almost always without sufficient cause. No day passed 

without several complaints being made.” Teal recounted for Dennett a case 

where he gave a freedwoman “an order on her former master for some clothes 

belonging to her, which he withheld.” When the freedwoman read it to her 

former master he was greatly angered and “knocked the woman down.” The 

actions of the employer demonstrated a disregard for the edicts of the Bureau and 

a total contempt for the rights of the freedpeople. Teal further commented that 

the use of “Negro testimony” was particularly galling for many whites. He cited 

an example of a white man “convicted... on what the Negroes swore to.” The 

white man was infuriated by this and quipped, “If this war ain’t done, let us know 

it, and we can begin over.” Such views were widespread and found a physical 

expression in the violence unleashed against the freedpeople.9

Dennett’s travels in the west of the state found that the disdain for blacks 

was not confined to ex-Confederates. For “people of the most undoubted 

Unionism as well as secessionists, unaffectedly and heartily despise the Negroes.” 

When he journeyed to Salisbury on September 12, Dennett was given access to 

the books of the city’s Bureau official. Dennett noted eleven instances of 

complaints made by freedpeople of violent acts committed against them in the 

first fortnight of that month. The acts committed against the former slaves were 

barbarous and sadistic. Freedman Levi was whipped so heavily “with a buggy- 

trace” that his back was “all raw.” A “colored man, Anderson” stated that, “his 

master whipped him because he went off the plantation to see his cousin, and 

threatens to whip him again when he comes back from making his complaint.” 

Another black man “Dick” was whipped “severely” receiving “seventy-two 

blows.” Former slave “Julius,” sick with “a fever [for] two months, and [who]

8 Dennett, The South As It Is, pp. 109-10.
9 Ibid., pp. 110-11.
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had not yet recovered” was beaten “severely... when his master came to his 

cabin... because he was not at work.”10

The brutality meted out to these freedmen was explicitly linked to control 

over their labor. In the case of Anderson, leaving the plantation to conduct family 

business was wholly unacceptable for “his master.” As for Julius, his inability to 

labor for two months constituted grounds for a beating in the mind of “his 

master.” The use of the term ‘master’ is revealing in itself: though the Bureau was 

energetically committed to exporting the concept of‘free-labor’ to the former 

slave South, agents were still referring to employer-employee disputes in 

antebellum parlance. Violent reprisals from employers were indicative of an 

expectation that race and labor relations should remain as they had been, 

regardless of the war’s result. This was a further complication for the system of 

‘free-labor.’ Once again the situation exposed the glaring gap between nineteenth 

century laissez-faire economic theory and the realities of labor relations in the 

postwar South. White elites not only held the capitol and the upper hand in 

negotiations; their use of violence was instrumental in browbeating the labor 

force.

Before the war slaveholders had relied upon organized vigilantes to 

“supplement [their] authority.” In the form of slave patrols, white mobs had 

‘policed’ bondsmen and ensured that slaves did not loose their shackles. Bertram 

Wyatt-Brown explains that in antebellum times “Lynch law, vigilantism, and 

charivaris... demarcated the separate spheres of racial life.” White society had in 

place a raft of measures that kept slaves under control and subservient to the 

wishes of their masters. When the war concluded former masters searched for 

new methods of controlling their one time property. Sharon Ann Holt explains 

that employers “tried to overcome resistance with both violence and strategem.” 

As well as the use of force, psychological and economic controls were employed

10 Ibid., pp. 119, 125-26.
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to maintain ‘mastery’ over the former slaves. The use of violence was, however, 

the most obvious and tangible tactic employed to control the ffeedpeople.11

Sally Hadden argues that during Reconstruction the methods and 

techniques of the antebellum slave patrols were “adopted and renewed by groups 

dedicated to white supremacy.” This ultimately resulted in the formation of the 

Ku Klux Klan. Without question the Klan was the most iconic threat of the 

Reconstruction era. It played a major role in frustrating the hopes of ffeedpeople 

that emancipation would allow them to ‘do as the white man.’ However, before 

the emergence of organized paramilitary violence, isolated attacks often 

emanated from bands of demobilized ex-Confederates: as whites honed their 

techniques for controlling labor supply in the postwar society.12

The violence that Dennett recorded in the west of the Tar Heel State was 

no doubt a hangover from the fierce wartime fighting that had taken place in the 

Appalachian mountains. Phillip S. Paludan comments that mountaineers were 

left with “searing memories of the war.” In After The ITar Whitelaw Reid 

recounted “the strong conflict between Unionists and their former oppressors. 

Men who had been driven from their homes or half-starved in the mountains, or 

hunted for with dogs, were not likely to be very gentle in their treatment of the 

men who persecuted them; and one readily believed what all observers said, that 

in no place through the South had the bitterness of feeling, engendered by the war 

been so intense, or the violence so bloody in its consequences.” Reid noticed that 

after the war “the prevailing tendency to violence was now turned in a new 

direction. The niggers were presuming to talk about getting the right to vote. The 

inborn poor-white hatred of the negroes was all aflame at this, and every man felt 

it his duty to help set back the upstart niggers. Every few nights, I was told a 

negro was shot in some of the back streets, ‘nigger life’s cheap now; nobody likes 

‘em enough to have any affair of the sort investigated; and when a white man 

feels aggrieved at anything a nigger’s done, he just shoots him and puts an end to 

it.’” Reid suggested that the quotation he cited was doubtless “a spice of

11 Sally E. Hadden, Slave Patrols: Law and Violenceln Virginia and the Carolinas. (Cambridge, 2001), 
p. 3; Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior In the Old South. (Oxford, 1982), p. 
402; Holt, Making Freedom Pay, p. 11.
12 Hadden, Slave Patrols, pp. 202-14.
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exaggeration.” It was nevertheless representative of a mindset that was “earnest 

on the question of punishing Rebels, [but] did not go to the extent of defending 

the negroes.”13

Whether in the mountainous west of the state or on the eastern seaboard, 

African-American independence was constrained through the use of violence. 

Whitelaw Reid judged that there was “absolutely no public sentiment in favor of 

negro suffrage, and scarcely any in favor of negro education.” In other words 

white southerners were adamant that the pre-war status quo should remain intact, 

and violent intimidation was considered a legitimate means to ensure this.14

Freed black women were regular targets of organized violence after the 

war. As earlier noted, at Wilmington, freedwoman Margaret Green was whipped 

and refused access to her own property. Another freedwoman, unnamed, 

reported at the Wilmington offices with “her head gashed and bleeding. She “ran 

for her life” after having been “cruelly beaten by three white men at her 

employer’s house, with his connivance.” At Salisbury John Dennett found that 

freedwomen were harassed and brutalized as often as the freedmen. Dennett 

detailed from the records of the Freedmen’s Bureau that one “colored woman, 

Martha” complained that “J. F. Parker overtook her while on her way to the 

office of the Superintendent of the Freedmen, put one end of a rope around her 

neck, tied the other round the neck of his mule and dragged her more than two 

miles.” In another case an unnamed freedwoman had her head cut “with a rail” 

after a white man expressed dissatisfaction with the fence he’d ordered her to 

build.15

The brutal treatment of these women demonstrates that southern whites 

were “unwilling to expand their prewar definitions of‘manhood’ and 

‘womanhood’ to include formerly enslaved persons.” Catherine Clinton 

comments that whilst the statute books now labeled an African-American woman 

both “a person and a wife” the promotion of white supremacy undermined the

13 Phillip S. Paludan, Victims: A True Story of the Civil War. (Knoxville, 2004), p. 109; Reid, After the 
War, pp. 351-52.
14 Ibid., p. 352.
15 W. Beadle to F. Beecher, Feb. 12, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Dennett, The South Ash 
Is, p. 125.
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treatment of female former slaves. Emancipation and the federal program for 

Reconstruction had moved white southerners to the point they “sought to refight 

the war on ideological grounds.” Susan O’Donovan rightly maintains that 

employers “took special pains to rid their estates of black women, especially those 

with small children.” In freedom the worth of black women had “tumbled to near 

nothing.” Males could labor longer and were not ‘burdened’ by supporting 

children. “Thus black women and their children... bore the brunt of planters’ 

postemancipation productive recalculations.”16

Class like race was a determining factor in how women were treated.

Laura Edwards has shown that “many elite whites placed poor common [white 

women] and black women on a scale somewhere between immoral and 

depraved.” The contrast between the treatment of poor women of both races and 

elite white women after the Civil War could not be starker. Elite white women 

were placed on a pedestal and their menfolk stridently maintained that they 

required protection from African-American males. Black men were likened to an 

incubus ready to rape any white women they found. Southern white women who 

eloped with a black man were frowned upon and ridiculed. Abolitionist Hinton 

Rowan Helper contended that such women were “sexless creatures in petticoats - 

human hermaphrodites in female garb.” Martha Hodes informs us that the 

“language of sexual alarm” was employed against black men, as sex and politics 

intertwined “in the minds of white Southerners in the postemancipation South.” 

Whites adopted this “new language of sexualized politics” which offered 

“ominous warnings about the perils of racial equality.”17

16 Catherine Clinton, “Reconstructing Freedwomen.” Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber eds., 
Divided Houses: Gender and the Civil War. (New York, 1992), pp. 310-11; O’Donovan, Becoming 
Free, p. 158-60.
17 An incubus was a mythical winged demon that had sexual intercourse with women while 
asleep. Glenda Gilmore explains that white politicians employed the specter of the incubus to 
great effect in gaining political power in the years after the war’s end. Glenda E Gilmore, 
“Murder, Memory and the Flight of the Incubus.” David S. Cecelski and Timothy B. Tyson, eds., 
Democracy Betrayed: The Wilmington Race Riot and Its Legacy. (Chapel Hill, 1998), p. 74; Laura F. 
Edwards, Gendered Strife and Confusion: The Political Culture of Reconstruction. (Urbana, 1997), p. 
200; Hinton R. Helper cited in Forrest G. Wood, Black Scare: The Racist Response to Emancipation & 
Reconstruction. (Berkley, 1970), p. 145; Martha Hodes, “The Sexualization of Reconstruction 
Politics: White Women and Black Men in the South after the Civil War.” Journal of the History of
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For the white South, racial equality was anathema. For the freedpeople it 

was the Promised Land that they hoped to reach after the end of slavery. 

Amongst the measures designed to achieve racial parity was the promotion of 

education for the former slaves. The Freedmen’s Bureau was at the forefront of 

this and supporters in Washington and across the North hoped that through the 

agency’s efforts the freedpeople would receive much-needed instruction. Bureau 

historiography acclaims the body’s legacy of educational provision for the 

freedpeople as its greatest achievement. Eric Foner has commented that 

“probably” the agency’s greatest success in the postwar South came in schooling 

the freedpeople. Indeed the agency “was able to establish nearly 1,600 day 

schools educating over 100,000 blacks at a time.” William F. Troost comments 

that the “footprint of these schools was large enough that nearly two thirds of 

southern blacks lived in a county with at least one bureau aided school.”18

In the eyes of many white southerners, this aspect of the Bureau’s 

endeavor was greatly resented. Thomas Childs DeRosset, of Wilmington, 

corresponded with his brother Louis Henry DeRosset complaining that 

“Impudent freedmen young & old” were “seen... daily wending their way to 

school to be taught by miserable yankee women.” Bureau schools were referred 

to as “Nigger Schools” and particular venom was reserved for the ‘“Cursed 

Yankee School Marms” who taught in them. In such a poisonous atmosphere, 

attacks on the freedpeople’s places of learning were commonplace. On the night 

of December 2, 1865, three white men tore up the benches of a school for the 

former slaves at Kinston. The storehouse was wrecked and the white men 

“committed other depredations,” including firing a gun at a black woman. Such 

an attack demonstrated the unease that educating the former slaves caused. The 

freedpeople’s educational advancement was something that caused alarm across 

the class spectrum. Though some whites believed that “education would make 

the freedmen better citizens, others opposed education on the grounds that it was 

irrelevant to their proper place in society.” Allen Trelease adds the caveat that

Sexuality 3, no. 3 (Jan., 1993), pp. 403-04.
18 Freedmen’s Bureau historiography contends that the provision of education was one of the 
agency’s principle successes see the introduction to the thesis p. 13; Foner, Reconstruction, p. 144; 
William F. Troost, “Accomplishment and Abandonment: A History of the Freedmen Bureau 
Schools.” Ph.D. dissertation, University California Irvine, 2007, p. 123.
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instruction of African-Americans was viewed with hostility as it “might even 

spoil blacks for their true vocation in the cotton field.”19

The attack on the freedpeople’s school at Kinston was followed a night 

later by gunshots “probably [from] the same party,” aimed at a religious service 

held by former slaves. Churches of the freedpeople were targets for conservative 

whites throughout Reconstruction. Just like black schools, African-American 

churches were institutions that attracted white hostility. The white South sought 

political, economic and social control of the freedpeople. Black churches 

represented autonomy from white society. Paul Harvey explains that, “it was 

primarily the drive and initiative of freedpeople that resulted in independent black 

church organization after the war. ” Across the South former slaves purchased 

lands, built up churches and employed their own ministers. Whether in an urban 

or rural setting, the freedpeople’s endeavors demonstrated their independence 

from white control. In a rural community resources were “scrabbled” together in 

order to buy land and then build up a church. In towns and cities “black 

congregations sprang up to serve the spiritual, social, and political needs of the 

freedpeople.” Many African-American political leaders came from within these 

institutions. The church was representative of black power. Churches like schools 

and Union Leagues were the center of black mobilization and were therefore 

targets for white aggression.20

Alongside the long list of‘outrages’ that freedpeople were reporting daily 

to Freedmen’s Bureau officials, events at Kinston on December 2 and 3 

demonstrated that the first year of freedom for the former slaves was a dangerous 

time. Possessing a firearm was one way that the freedpeople could defend 

themselves from overt forms of aggression. The thought of this provoked outrage 

from much of white society. For many white southerners, a black man holding a 

gun was too much to contemplate. African-Americans possessing a firearm was

19 T. DeRosset to L. DeRosset, Nov. 7, 1866, DeRosset family Papers; W. Roulhac to Arthur [?], 
Jan. 26, 1867, RufFm, Roulhac and Hamilton Family Papers, Southern Historical Collection, 
Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; D. Lacy to T. Dewey Bessie, Apr. 
13, 1867, Lacy, Drury Papers Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill; F. Burrows to H. James, Dec. 4, 1865, roll 35, BRFAL-NC 
(M1909); Trelease, White Terror, p. xx.
20 Paul Harvey, Freedom’s Coming: Religious Culture and the Shaping of the South From the Civil War 
through the Civil Rights Era. (Chapel Hill, 2005), pp. 17-18.
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particularly perturbing for southerners who believed that the black population 

should remain servile. Many white southerners predicted that allowing the former 

slaves to own guns ensured that “another and worse war [was] inevitable.”21

In North Carolina it was more than just white conservatives who opposed 

the former slaves’ right to bear arms. Officers of the Freedmen’s Bureau 

petitioned the higher echelons of command to disallow freedmen from protecting 

themselves and their property with the use of guns. At Wilmington, in December 

1865, Charles Wickersham, Superintendent of the Southern District, called for a 

ban on African-Americans holding firearms. When making his representations, 

Wickersham highlighted the “depredations” committed by freedmen in 

possession of firearms, such as the killing of hogs and poultry. According to 

Wickersham the “reckless use made of fire arms in the hands of negroes” was 

enough for him to conclude that the black population of Wilmington should be 

stripped of the right. The white population of Wilmington and across the wider 

South was terrorizing the former slaves, yet the Superintendent of Southern 

District of North Carolina believed it was the best course to leave African- 

Americans defenseless.22

Wickersham relayed his call for a ban on the freedpeople holding arms in 

correspondence with his superior, adjutant general of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

Fred Beecher. Also in this letter was an assertion that, contrary to constant 

“reports of an apprehended outbreak among the negroes,” he had “failed to 

ascertain that there [was] any organized movement on foot:” the superintendent 

did “not apprehend any danger.” In late 1865 fears ran deep in the white 

population of the southern states that the freedpeople were ready to throw the 

South into turmoil. It was claimed that bands of black men were ready to seize

21 For white fear and predictions of another war over freedpeople holding firearms see Mark W. 
Summers, A Dangerous Stir: Fear, Paranoia, and the Making of Reconstruction. (Chapel Hill, 2009), pp. 
62, 84.
22 Roberta Alexander commented that Charles Wickersham courted the acceptance of whites. She 
notes that the Agricultural Association of New Hanover County heaped praise on the agent for 
“attempting to see that blacks worked well” see Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 199; C. 
Wickersham to F. Beecher, Dec. 5, 1865, Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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power from the planter class in areas of the countryside where the black 

population significantly outweighed whites.23

Slave revolts and the specter of Saint-Domingue had always loomed large 

in the minds of the many southerners. In the first summer and fall of 

emancipation fears gripped the South that “an impending moment” was coming 

when “the already shattered world of the Old South might be turned fully upside 

down.” The exact date of this potential ‘crisis’ was unknown, but most expected 

it to come in the Christmas season - possibly on Christmas or New Year’s Day. 

There was a palpable fear amongst whites that land-redistribution, whether 

Government driven or at the behest of the former slaves was coming. Former 

slaves were hopeful that this was true. Colonel Jasper Packard, in charge of 

operations in the Western District, commented that many “of the blacks have 

exaggerated ideas of what will be done for them, on Christmas. Some believing 

they are able to be furnished with free passes over all rail roads which will hold 

good for six months, others believing that farms are to be divided among them.” 

At Wilmington Lieutenant R. M. Drinks reported that the “idea that the 

Government has land to divide among the Freedmen still prevails in some 

sections of my Sub District [the belief is] that they will become property owners 

after the 1st of January this had led the Planters to suspect that there will be an 

insurrection at that time.”24

23 Fred Beecher was born in Louisiana but had grown up in Massachusetts. He was a graduate of 
Bowdoin College and upon leaving University in 1861 joined the United States Army as a 
sergeant in the 16th Maine Volunteers. He was twice wounded in battle, firstly at Fredericksburg 
then at Gettysburg. After Gettysburg he was transferred to the Veteran Reserve Corps, before 
Lincoln commissioned him in the regular army. When the war concluded he served under 
General Whittlesey in the North Carolina Bureau for a short time before he again took to the 
battlefield for the United States Army against Native Americans. New York Times, Sept. 27, 1868; 
C. Wickersham to F. Beecher, Dec. 5, 1865, Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
24 In 1791 slaves revolted on the French colony of Saint-Domingue. This bloody revolution 
succeeded in abolishing slavery and establishing Haitian independence in 1804. Events in Saint- 
Domingue were deeply troubling for whites of the American South and haunted their thoughts. 
Steven Hahn, ‘“Extravagant Expectations’ of Freedom: Rumour, Political Struggle, and the 
Christmas Insurrection Scare of 1865 in the American South.” Past & Present, no. 157 (Nov., 
1997), pp. 122-23; “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of 
the FB, in the District of West North Carolina, Commanded by Col Jasper Packard, Nov 30, 
1865,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Monthly Report of 1st Lieut R.M. Drinks Asst Supt of the 
[BRFAL] for the State of North Carolina of the number of Freedmen to whom rations, clothing, 
or medicines are issued, in colonies and camps, at depots and stations, and on Government farms 
or lands set apart for their benefit, or hospitals in the State of North Carolina, for the month 
ending on the 30th day of November, 1865,” Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Whites from the mountainous west of North Carolina to the eastern 

seaboard agonized over the approach of Christmas 1865. Agent Jasper Packard 

commented ten days before Christmas that “there [was] suspicion among the 

whites, very widely felt, that an insurrectionary movement will be initiated 

among the blacks in the Holidays - -& until the Holidays are over there will be 

difficulty in arranging places or contracts for next year.” Like Charles 

Wickersham in Wilmington he thought it best to take guns away from 

freedpeople at this juncture. Mark Summers comments that to southern whites it 

appeared that freedpeople were drilling in anticipation of a military insurrection. 

There was great worry that blacks meeting by night were drilling in preparation 

for this. Summers cited a North Carolinian merchant who feared “Total 

annihilation would be the war cry on both sides” should any insurrection arrive. 

Whites were prepared to believe the worst about the former slaves. Many 

regarded the freedpeople natural savages and considered slavery the only means 

to control their excesses. Without the shackles of bondage, they believed anything 

“seemed possible.” Minor incidents were taken as evidence of a large-scale plot as 

paranoia gripped the South ahead of Christmas.2S

The holiday season of 1865-66 passed without any major incident. The 

freedpeople did not rise up in insurrection and land-redistribution did not follow. 

Most of the former slaves had followed the advice of Bureau agents like Jasper 

Packard and worked “in order to live.” According to Steven Hahn the 

‘insurrectionary scare’ exposed “the gnawing apprehensions, the confusion and 

disarray, and the enduring sources of power that the old master class brought out 

of military defeat and economic debilitation.” It was an indicator of the instability 

of Reconstruction and of the ways in which fear and paranoia could grip the 

white population of the South. It was the perfect atmosphere for violence to 

thrive.26

25 “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the Dist 
West N Carolina, Commanded by Jasper Packard, Dec 15, 1865,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); 
Summers, A Dangerous Stir, pp. 55-58.
26 “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the FB, in the 
District of West North Carolina, Commanded by Col Jasper Packard, Nov 30, 1865,” Roll 60, 
BRFAL-NC (M1909); Hahn, ‘“Extravagant Expectations,’” p. 125.
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Although tensions ran high and the stability of the South was precarious, 

the federal government was committed to its program of phasing out troop 

numbers. Freedmen’s Bureau agents thus found controlling their sub-districts a 

great challenge. William Beadle (Wickersham’s replacement as Superintendent of 

the Southern District, at Wilmington) petitioned Fred Beecher for extra help 

managing Bureau affairs in early 1866. Beadle requested a “force of ten cavalry or 

mounted infantry and one commissioned officer” which he considered necessary 

for duty in the counties of Duplin and Sampson. Beadle argued that without 

“such a force the Bureau is powerless to protect the colored people or even the 

whites where any enmity exists toward them for any cause.” The superintendent 

portrayed daily life as chaotic. Freedpeople were regularly “robbed, or beaten by 

their employers,” while the life of “any” white person was “in danger from 

apparently organized bands of [ruffians] either white or colored.” Both Duplin 

and Sampson County were clearly depleted in terms of the manpower and the 

Bureau could do little to enforce the rule of law. According to Beadle civil law 

had no effect, whilst “martial law [was] inoperative and void for the lack of 

power to enforce it.” It was for these reasons that he requested “at least the above 

force”: without them, he predicted, “a great amount of wrong may be done and 

much labor go unemployed while industry, enterprise and good order will 

continually suffer.”27

What made matters worse for Bureau officials was the continued 

operation of unreconstructed police forces. Howard Rabinowitz explains that to 

“whites in the postbellum South the policeman stood as the first line of defense 

against the freedmen.” Thus the first postwar governments ensured that only 

white officers were employed. Freedpeople were harassed by police forces, and 

discriminatory arrests were employed to control and repress the black population. 

The force at Sampson County was under the captaincy of Captain Rick Holmes, 

who was considered “unfit for his position,” by the Bureau agent at Fayetteville. 

Major I.H. Lawrence claimed that Holmes abused the power that the office 

afforded. He further detailed how Captain Holmes allowed many cases to go 

uninvestigated, maintaining that ill treatment and injustice flourished, with many

27 W. Beadle to F. Beecher, Feb. 12, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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wrong doers left unpunished. From all that Lawrence had heard, he believed that 

Holmes “ought to be removed.” Charles Dodge, agent in charge of Newbem 

complained that the police of Bertie and Martin counties were of “no benefit... 

whatever. Iff give an order I am not sure it will be obeyed.” In a society where 

the police acted criminally in their treatment of freedmen, white conservatives 

more generally were emboldened in their depredations against those once held as 

slaves.28

With conservatives encouraged by partisan policing the perennial 

difficulty of inadequate Bureau staffing profoundly affected the former slaves. At 

Kinston, Bureau agent, Hugo Hilledrandt, complained that protection was 

afforded those who committed outrages upon African-Americans. Hillebrandt 

claimed that freedpeople would not venture to search for stolen property fearing 

for their safety. On several occasions William Beadle, at Wilmington, 

corresponded with the body’s hierarchy requesting greater manpower for the 

state’s Southern District; specifically for posting at Bladen and Robeson County. 

He maintained that the “public feeling in this District is[,] I am certain, much 

more hostile to the Bureau than in any other part of the state while we have very 

few officers. There are freed people in both the counties above mentioned who 

are now suffering for the protection of this Bureau.” Beadle was also adamant 

that a “lack of sufficient troops” around Wilmington prevented many Bureau 

officers from executing their official duties. Such were the obstacles that the 

agency faced the superintendent suggested the assignment of a “competent officer 

to duty in the city whose powers shall be those of a Police Magistrate.” Beadle 

envisaged that having such a position would aid officials consumed by the vast 

“transactions of General business,” affording them the opportunity of providing 

“careful attention to all matters brought before us.”29

William Beadle served as Superintendent of the Southern District for only 

a short period, February through March 1866. His replacement Charles J. 

Wickersham (who returned for a second stint as superintendent) similarly held

28 Howard N. Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the Urban South. (New York, 1978), p. 41, Litwack, 
Been in the Storm, pp. 288-89; H. Lawrence to C. Wickersham, Jan. 10, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml909); C. Dodge to F. Seely, Mar. 25, 1866, Roll 35, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
29 H. Hillebrandt to A. Coats, May 31, 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); W. Beadle to E. 
Whittlesey, Mar. 19, 1866, Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (1909).
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the position for a brief time. Wickersham left the post in April relieved by 

General Allan Rutherford. Rutherford was a Radical Republican and a veteran of 

the Union Army. Though born in New York, he descended from a prominent 

family connected with the Old North State. Rutherford had received the rank of 

Brevet Captain and Major in the United States Army on account of “gallant and 

meritorious services at the battle of the second Bull Run.” Throughout his tenure 

as superintendent Rutherford’s relationship with Wilmington’s civil authorities 

remained challenging and contentious. The city’s wartime experiences and the 

racial sentiment held by conservatives ensured that the Bureau faced greater 

hostility than at any other place in North Carolina. Radicals like Rutherford 

endured a turbulent service as a Bureau superintendent.30

By the time Rutherford acceded to the position of superintendent. 

Conservatives had fully regained power in Wilmington. This, David Cecelski 

attributes “to Union military commanders who sympathized more with Cape 

Fear aristocrats than with former slaves.” The Wilmington Journal commented 

that, “true soldiers... whether they wore the gray or the blue, are now united in 

their opposition... to negro government and negro equality. Blood is thicker than 

water.” African-Americans who “dared to act like free citizens” were beaten, 

killed, and terrorized by white militia seeking control over the lives of the 

freedpeople. The Union army did little to protect the former slaves. Even the 

posting of black troops in the city had little effect on the fate of the freedpeople. 

Union commanders gave little support to African-American soldiers and even 

refused to provide manpower when ex-Confederate militia attacked them. In 

September 1865, such was the feeling of isolation experienced by black troops at 

Wilmington they mutinied. In February the following year they occupied the 

city’s jail to stop a public whipping of black prisoners. Those sentenced for 

whipping were “convicted in a trial in which the conservative judge had not 

allowed testimony by African-Americans.” Black troops had originally restrainei 

the excesses of conservatives but without the support of their superiors they were

30 William McKee Evans, To Die Game: The Story of the Lowry Band, Indian Guerrillas of 
Reconstruction. (Syracuse, 1991), p. 91; McKee Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, p. 152; Guy V. 
Henry, Military record of civilian appointments in the United States Army. (New York, 1869), p. 438.
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left exposed. After these two incidents all soldiers of color were mustered out of 

service in the Lower Cape Fear. For the ffeedpeople this was ominous.31

Wilmington’s mayor at this time, Adrian H. Van Bokkelen, was an ardent 

conservative. He hailed from New York, but had settled in Wilmington prior to 

the war. Van Bokkelen was noted for his devotion to the Confederate cause and 

for the brutality that he meted out to slaves. As a master, Van Bokkelen whipped 

one slave, Hampton Brown, so severely that in his agony Brown threw himself 

into the Cape Fear River and drowned.32

If the Freedmen’s Bureau was to constrain the excesses of the city’s 

mayor, Allan Rutherford needed to ensure the body remained strong. The 

testimony of the ffeedpeople at Wilmington, in the spring of 1866 indicates that 

they believed that the Bureau was successful in this regard. Freedpeople argued 

that if the Bureau was not present their fate would prove much worse. Former 

slave Elias Halsey commented, “I look back to the times we has passed through - 

hard pushed, oppressed, and beset on every hand and side - times when we could 

not express our minds freely, and now I feel grateful to see the day when I can 

express my opinion just as I think. I looks around me and finds those who has 

been engaged in battle for my welfare, and has conquered our enemies, and we 

are pleased to see this glorious day.” Halsey believed that the Bureau was 

safeguarding the position of the freedpeople. He ventured that “[as] far as I am 

able to express about the Freedmen’s Bural [sic]... the colored race looks up to it 

for protection. As far as I am concerned, remove the Freedmen’s Bural, and these 

people will be like the ship in the raging stream without a rudder. We would have 

no protection at all... exposed to danger night and day.”33

Halsey’s verdict on the Freedmen’s Bureau was included in the 

‘Steedman-Fullerton Report on Virginia and North Carolina.’ It is noteworthy

31 Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song, p. 195; Wilmington Journal cited in McKee Evans, Ballots and 
Fence Rails, p. 65.
32 Adrian H. Van Bokkelen established one of the largest turpentine distilleries in the United 
States. He was credited with inventing “an improvement in apparatus for distilling turpentine.” 
The Scientific American commented that the “result of the improvement is claimed to be an 
increased yield of pure turpentine, a superior quality of resin, and great economy in fuel, either of 
which advantage is of the utmost importance to the distiller of turpentine.” Scientific American, 
Sept. 16, 1871, XXV, no. 12 p. 181; McKee Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, pp. 168-70.
33 Fullerton and Steedman, “The Steedman-Fullerton Report,” p. 40.
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that whilst the freedman drew attention in his assessment of the body to its work 

in schooling the former slaves, amongst other ventures, the primary role he 

emphasized of the Bureau was that of guardianship. “The Freedmen’s Bural is 

our protection... So long as we have a refuge to fly to, our enemies fear to carry 

out their views. Remove this refuge, and you will see that we have lost our 

protection. We might just as well be in the open field, and the hail beating down 

as big as hen’s eggs on our heads... I can venture to say that we have seen the 

times when the Freedmen’s Bural even could hardly even protect us. But with this 

protection we will drag along till at length we hope to be able to stand up.” 

Freedman Duncan Holmes was in agreement with Halsey. Holmes implored 

“Give us the Freedmen’s Bureau a little while longer.” He was anxious that the 

Bureau remained in Wilmington as there were “scores who seem to wish to crush 

all of the people into despair.” Another freedman John Nixon described the body 

as “a great blessing... without it we would have been unable to get along in 

quiemess.” Nixon acknowledged the cost of maintaining the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

but he argued that it was a worthwhile expense in the short term. “I know it is 

expensive to government, and we are willing to dispense with that expense when 

we have our rights. I feel that we ought to maintain it until political rights are 

given us by the legislature of North Carolina.” The freedmen’s exultation of the 

agency only came to an end when General Steedman interjected that the purpose 

of their testimony was to ascertain an impression of the bureau officers.34

The praise heaped upon the Freedmen’s Bureau by the former slaves was 

not commensurate with the protection that the body actually afforded. Adrian 

Van Bokkelen was an effective bulwark against black freedom, ready to deny the 

freedpeople their rights at every juncture. As Mayor, Van Bokkelen also proved 

one of the Bureau’s most virulent critics and was fiercely protective of the civil 

authorities under his control. He took great exception to the insinuation that the 

police force of Wilmington were anything but ‘up standing’ - so much so that he 

fined freedman David Waters ten dollars for likening the conduct of 

Wilmington’s police officers to robbers. Waters was arrested by three policemen 

in May 1866 and confined in a cell for a night. Upon release without charge the

34 Fullerton and Steedman, “The Steedman-Fullerton Report,” pp. 40-41.
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freedman complained of his treatment to the Bureau. He maintained that the 

conduct of the police was akin to that of criminals. After “inquiries into the case,” 

Allan Rutherford backed the position of the freedman, believing the police 

officers deserved “censure for their conduct.” The Bureau superintendent also 

ordered that Van Bokkelen pay back the $10 fine imposed on Waters, stating that 

a “gross injustice has been done the ‘Freedman’ Waters.” The mayor paid little 

attention to such criticism from the body and instead enjoyed taunting the Bureau 

via correspondence with Rutherford.35

Rutherford vexed Wilmington’s mayor by backing Waters and ordering 

Van Bokkelen to repay the $10 fine. Van Bokkelen saw no purpose for the 

Freedmen’s Bureau in the South and was adamant that it should not impose upon 

his term in office. He considered the body an unnecessary, intrusive and 

meddling agency. This was clear in an exchange between the mayor and 

Rutherford, over the former’s action of taking a pistol from a freedman. Van 

Bokkelen took possession of the gun from former slave, Haywood Miller, and 

fined him, after Miller committed the offence of “laughing in the streets.” Writing 

to query the actions of the mayor, Rutherford was met with a curt response. Van 

Bokkelen stated, “I considered it proper to withhold the pistol from Haywood 

Miller for reasons which I considered sufficient, intending to return it at a proper 

time.” The mayor went on, contending that Miller’s application in a “respectable 

manner” was really all that was necessary to have his possession returned. The 

“interference” of the Bureau was certainly not “a requisite” of having the gun 

given back. The tone and sentiment exuded by Van Bokkelen was demonstrative 

of a man confident in his position, fearing little from the posturing of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau. Furthermore the mayor’s demeanor suggests that he believed 

the war’s result had little impact upon how the former slaves were treated.36

In July 1866 Van Bokkelen refused to punish policemen who assaulted 

George Moore, an 85-year-old African-American. Moore was “hit and 

maltreated” before he was taken to the City Guard House, and shots fired into his 

home with his fence destroyed and several of his possessions stolen. The

35 A. Rutherford to A. Van Bokkelen, May 18, 1866, Roll 69, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
36 A. Van Bokkelen to A. Rutherford, May 28, 1866, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A.
Rutherford to A. Van Bokkelen, May 20, 1866 Roll 69, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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following day police, supposedly “acting under” the orders of the mayor, 

“proceeded to Moore’s house” and arrested William James, “a Grandson of said 

Moore, and placed him in the City Guard House, where he was detained until the 

afternoon.” The arrest of Moore’s grandson was an act of intimidation by the 

police in an attempt to dissuade him from pursuing justice for his grandfather. 

Rutherford challenged Van Bokkelen to reprimand the officers in question for 

both actions. However, the Bureau’s superintendent found Wilmington’s mayor 

as obstinate as ever. Van Bokkelen maintained no “further action is necessary on 

my part.” He added that should the case come before the state courts, prosecution 

“without hindrance to the rights of either color” was assured. If the case did make 

the courts justice was something that Van Bokkelen was confident he could 

subvert. North Carolina’s Black Code ensured that blacks were disadvantaged in 

the legal system. The mayor was aware that all the witnesses were African- 

American and if they appeared before a State Court “the testimony of Colored 

witnesses” was insufficient to convict a white man unless corroborated by white 

witnesses.”37

Rutherford was at a loss over the George Moore affair. Although the 

superintendent was sure of the police force’s guilt, state law precluded him from 

achieving justice for the freedman. Paul Cimbala found that in Georgia and 

across the South, Bureau agents similarly suffered for want of an impartial justice 

system. All too “frequently, known perpetrators remained at large.” Finding a fair 

judge was a task in itself and juries were all white (freedpeople were disallowed 

from sitting as jurors). This of course assumed that a case actually came to court. 

Cimbala notes that in Pulaski County, Georgia, a justice of the peace 

“participated in clandestine raids against the freedpeople.” Whenever a white was 

the injured party achieving justice appeared more of a priority. Agent F. J. 

Robinson on duty at Lexington in Oglethorpe County, Georgia, was convinced 

that the “class of men in south [who] generally compose the Petit Juries... will not 

do the negro Justice even when under oath.” George Hawley, on service for the 

Bureau at Murfreesboro, was in full agreement complaining that, “magistrates

37 A. Rutherford to A. Van Bokkelen, June 30, 1866, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Van 
Bokkelen to A. Rutherford, July 3, 1866, Roll 69, BRFAL-NC (M1909); A. Rutherford to C. 
Cilley, July 3, 1866, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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and jurors, and officers of the Courts are still almost entirely governed by their 

old prejudices against the negro.” Allan Rutherford surmised that whites were 

afforded preferential treatment in the justice system as courts in North Carolina 

were still adhering to the antebellum ruling of State vs. Jowers. Rutherford wrote to 

Andrew Coats, complaining that courts worked on the principle “that... insolence 

from a negro is equivalent to a blow from a white man” and that it was the white 

population who decided what constituted an ‘insolent’ word.38

Adrian Van Bokkelen’s office was infused with prejudice against the 

former slaves and open opposition to the work of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The 

mayor was clear in correspondence with Allan Rutherford that he issued orders to 

his police force “to have nothing to do with any person or anything connected 

with the Freedmen’s Bureau.” More than disallowing cooperation between the 

body and the police, Van Bokkelen made it known to Rutherford that the Bureau 

needed to act with more deference for the wishes of the civil authorities. The 

mayor maintained that having a sentry placed near the Bureau offices would be 

“considered an ‘annoyance.’” Van Bokkelen’s tone was menacing, and fell just 

short of legitimizing attacks on the agency. He wanted Rutherford left in no 

doubt that any perceived threat posed by the Bureau would be met with physical 

force.39

In the same letter Van Bokkelen referred to the painting of a sign on the 

door that was used as Allan Rutherford’s Bureau offices. The building, within 

which the Bureau resided, was property of the City Council and Van Bokkelen 

used this gripe to remark in a sneering tone, “as to the propriety of you [painting 

the sign] I shall not at present remark.” Two weeks earlier Rutherford had 

contacted the mayor complaining that police officers had tampered with two 

signs placed “ to show the location of the Office of this Bureau.” Van Bokkelen

38 In 1850 Richmond Pearson, Chief Justice of North Carolina, ruled on a case where Atlas 
Jowers, a free black man had called a white man a liar, after this the white man struck Jowers. 
Pearson ruled that “The same reasons by which a blow from a white man upon a slave is 
excusable on account of insolent language, apply to the free negro who is insolent... a free negro 
has no master... Hence, we infer from the principles of the common law that this extrajudicial 
remedy is excusable, provided the words or acts of the free negro be in law insolent” above cited 
in John H. Franklin, The Free Negro in North Carolina, 1760-1860. (Chapel Hill, 1995), p. 94; 
Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, p. 213-214; G. Hawley to S. Moore, Oct. 24, 1866, Roll 33, 
BRFAL-NC (M1909); Rutherford cited in Alexander, North Carolina Faces, pp. 140-41.
39 A. Van Bokkelen to A. Rutherford, Nov. 22, 1866, Roll 69, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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was not drawn on the conduct of the police and instead used the letter to rile the 

superintendent. Such correspondence was indicative of the contempt that the 

mayor displayed for the Freedmen’s Bureau, and was representative of the 

disregard that civil authorities evinced toward its edicts.40

Across North Carolina the ffeedpeople were deprived justice and it 

appeared that Bureau agents could do little more than note the ‘outrages’ 

committed against them in their records. Freedpeople at Duplin County faced a 

similar lot to the former slaves in Wilmington. The County’s captain of police, 

Reverend J. N. Stallings had ordered the shooting without trial of blacks 

committing theft. On July 25, 1866, a white citizen of the County, John Gray, 

murdered freedman Haywood Grady. Grady had reputedly stolen a hog from the 

white man then, after remonstration over the ownership of the hog, Gray fired at 

the freedmen with a double-barreled shotgun. The gunshot wound did not kill 

Grady and the two men continued to fight until Gray had beaten the “brains out” 

of Grady “with a club.” The white man gave himself up to a magistrate after 

savagely beating Grady to death, yet was free to return home after he was 

afforded bail until the County Court met. The Chairman of Duplin County 

Court, Jese Pearsall, urged a couple of weeks later in mid July that “no more 

wrong or improper actions” against the freedpeople take place. This appeal was 

made in an open letter. However, even such a call for restraint was prefixed with 

an acknowledgement that “emancipation of slaves” had resulted in “pecuniary 

loss.” Pearsall could understand the frustration felt by whites of the County as his 

own family had ‘suffered’ the loss of slaves.41

The appeal made little impact on the lawlessness that prevailed in Duplin. 

On the night of August 28, two white men attacked freedman, Arthur Middleton, 

at his house. The men stole his horses threatening to kill the freedman and his 

family. Instead of proceeding through the civil courts, Middleton believed his 

only hope of redress was found in an appeal to the Bureau. The former slaves 

gave little credence to the ‘justice’ delivered in North Carolina’s courts. At the

40 Ibid., A. Rutherford to A. Van Bokkelen, Nov. 7, 1866, Roll 66, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
41 McKee Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, pp. 83-84; W. Beadle to F. Beecher, Feb. 12, 1866, Roll 
68, BRFAL-NC (M1909); H. Foster to A. Rutherford, Aug. 2, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC 
(M1909); “Advise to the People, by Chairman Duplin County Court, Jese Pearsall, 15, Aug.
1866, Copy,” Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909).

149



state’s Freedmen’s Convention held at Raleigh in October 1866, Mr. Thomas 

Farmer of Wilson County complained “that the people had suffered greatly from 

injustice.” When freedwoman Mauda Brunt was assaulted and battered by white 

man Wesley Nastman in Lumberton, the civil authorities only issued a warrant 

for Nastman’s arrest after the Bureau agent for the city, William Bimie, cajoled 

them to do so. Prosecution for such crimes was not a priority of municipal 

powers.42

Roberta Alexander points out that, “one does find in many cases there was 

no apparent [courtroom] discrimination” against the former slaves. In most areas 

(away from the tinderbox atmosphere of Wilmington and the like) Alexander 

comments that the number of African-Americans tried in court “was in 

proportion to their percentage of the total population.” Furthermore she 

highlights that many of the freedpeople that were tried, were reprieved. Blacks did 

not always receive harsher sentences than whites. In Wake County when the 

County court set freedpeople and whites to work on the public roads, they did so 

under the same rules. The Western Democrat, a Charlotte publication, claimed 

that, “merciful feelings for the freedmen [were] exhibited by the North Carolina 

courts and juries.”43

Although the courts did not universally discriminate against the former 

slaves, on the whole the legal system did give preferential treatment to whites. In 

the fall of 1866 Allan Rutherford drew the attention of the state’s Assistant 

Commissioner to the large number of freedmen confined in jail for non-payment 

of jail fees. He stated that freedpeople were either kept in prison, or were hired 

out by order of County courts to pay their costs. Worst of all Rutherford stressed, 

“Many of these persons have been acquitted of the charges brought against them, 

and have already been detained a long time in jail.” Bureau Commissioner, O.O. 

Howard commented in November 1866 that agents in the Old North State 

needed to attend the sessions of the County court “to protect the interests of the

42 A. Rutherford to H. Foster, Aug. 30, 1866, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Minutes of the 
Freedmen's Convention, Held in the City of Raleigh, on the 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th of October, 1866. 
(Raleigh, 1866), p. 18; “Semi-Monthly Report of Outrages by Whites against Blacks in the 
Southern District in the State of North Carolina, for the fifteen days ending 28th April 1867,” Roll 
73, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
43 Alexander, North Carolina Faces, pp. 142-45.
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freedmen.” Representative of the need that Howard stressed, at Cabarrus County, 

in central North Carolina, the courts convicted 23 African-Americans to only 8 

whites. The black population of the County was only half that of the white.44

The reluctance of civil courts to cooperate with the Freedmen’s Bureau 

ensured that officials continued their calls for back up of federal troops at regular 

junctures. Agent H. H. Foster at Magnolia, Duplin County complained in the fall 

of 1866 of the “utter lack of protection to persons and property in certain 

localities within my jurisdiction.” Foster highlighted the figure of “one thousand 

(1000) horse thieves in this state and [Tennessee]” as indicative of the 

lawlessness. The agent requested “a guard of cavalry for the protection of the 

people.” A couple of days later, however, Foster had changed his mind. “It is 

now with profound pleasure I have the honor to say that movements are afoot to 

bring the offenders to speedy justice by the civil powers... I respectfully defer 

asking for troops.” After Foster held “frequent conversations with [Duplin’s] 

officers of the law” he was happy to withdraw his appeal for the stationing of 

more federal troops within the County.4"

Within a month of this action, Foster was corresponding with his superior, 

Allan Rutherford, explaining his “official conduct,” after freedpeople had 

complained about his handling of Bureau affairs. It was implied that Foster was 

too close to the “officers of the law” (former Confederates) at Duplin. In response 

the agent stressed his devotion to the United States. “I know no flag which is not 

represented by thirty six stars, to which I owe political fealty... My earliest 

teachings were inbuilt with reverence for that flag.” He went on to emphasize his 

contempt for the Confederacy, “I believe that the act of secession was a terrible 

crime, and I believe that a ‘Retributive Justice’ is meeting out a terrible 

punishment for that crime and ‘the end is not yet.’” Foster did not, however, 

believe that the actions of ex-Confederates precluded their involvement in local 

governance. The agent commented that he could “discriminate between” 

individuals who were “noble, honest, highly cultivated, right minded people” and

44 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Sept. 24, 1866, Roll 66, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Howard cited in 
Alexander, North Carolina Faces, p. 145; Cabarrus information cited in Alexander, North Carolina 
Faces, p. 145.
45 H. Foster to A. Rutherford, Oct. 2, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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those without “qualities which make them desirable as friends or associates.” He 

was thus prepared to venture, “I am free to say that some of those with whom I 

associate have been in the rebel service.” A little over a year after the war had 

concluded the agent at Duplin County was enjoying a close relationship with 

former Confederates.46

Foster was adamant that he had treated anyone that came before him with 

fairness. “Officially I have known no distinction of race or color,” he claimed. If 

Rutherford was in any doubt of Foster’s claims, the Bureau agent invited “a most 

rigid examination of my official conduct.” As part of this, he encouraged that the 

superintendent interview the “best white citizens, and our really good 

Freedmen.” Like other agents in the state, H. H. Foster differentiated between the 

elites who were deemed worthy of engagement with and the lower classes that 

were not. Foster singled out the influence of “bad” freedpeople with one Samuel 

Highsmith “at their head” as the reason for the slurs against his handling of 

Bureau affairs. “I venture to say, that not one really worthy free-person has 

applied to you and made a report against me.” Whenever a Bureau agent like 

Foster was accused of impropriety, he could turn the accusation on its head and 

label a freedperson as an unfit character. Agents were invested with great power 

and the oversight of them was minimal. Randy Finley informs us that in the 

Arkansas Bureau, there were agents who could “barely [contain] their contempt 

for the very people they were supposed to help.” For many officials, sympathy 

with the planter class ensured that they were disposed to think the worst of the 

former slaves.47

By 1866 there was a marked difference between the eastern and western 

regions of the state. Violence in the east at Wilmington, Duplin and Sampson 

amongst other places raged throughout the year. Over in the west events were 

much more settled. The initial violence recorded in the aftermath of the war’s 

conclusion had settled down and Bureau reports comment on the calm nature of 

affairs. In the Greensboro sub-district “Quiet and good order” prevailed, as the

46 H. Foster to A. Rutherford, Nov. 12, 1866, Roll 68, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
47 Ibid.; Randy Finley, “The Personnel of the Freedmen’s Bureau in Arkansas.” Paul A. Cimbala 
and Randall M. Miller eds., The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations. (New York, 
1999), pp. 101-02.
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“temper of the whites toward freedmen” improved. At Salisbury in the springtime 

of 1866 there were “no complaints of assaults or violence.” Bureau agent, Asa 

Teal, stated that everything was “very quiet at this place” with “the freedmen... 

generally at work and doing well.” P. E. Murphy at Ashville commented in the 

summer that “everything [passed] harmoniously” with the freedpeople “at 

work... busy making the crops.” When the freedpeople were at work as a 

“general thing the whites [treated] the Colored people well.” In western North 

Carolina the labor issue was never as pronounced as in the east and the 

freedpeople were not as numerous as they were on the coast. Both of these factors 

combined to reduce the acrimony in the west. Bureau agents therefore found the 

west of the state a much less violent region than the east.48

Political fallout had the potential to light the explosive atmosphere over in 

the east. For instance, George Newcomb, Bureau agent at Elizabeth City, noticed 

“a marked change in the manner and action of the people” after Jonathan 

Worth’s inaugural address as Governor of the state. On December 22, 1866 

Worth delivered his Inaugural address in front of both houses of North Carolina’s 

General Assembly. The Governor was adamant that he would not alter the 

course of the state’s Reconstruction. “I ardently desire... to maintain and defend 

the Constitution of the United States and the Constitution of North Carolina, and 

cannot, therefore assent to any scheme of compromise based on the idea that 

North Carolina is not a State of the American Union.” Worth further added that 

northerners were content with the progression of Reconstruction in the South. 

“My intercourse with the people of the North leads me to believe, that the great 

body of them do not entertain towards us the destroying malevolence, which we 

would infer from the speeches of many of their intemperate partisan leaders and

48 “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the Operations of the Freedmen’s 
Bureau, in the Sub District of Greensboro N.C., Commanded by Asa Teal Asst Supt, Jan. 28, 
1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and 
the Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in the District of West North Carolina, Feb. 15, 1866,” 
Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the 
Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in the District of West N.C., Salisbury, May 15, 1866,” 
Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Semi-Monthly Report of the Condition of Freedmen and the 
Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in the Western Part of North Carolina, Ashville, 
Commanded by P.E. Murphy, July 21, 1866,” Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Report of the 
Condition of the Freedmen and Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub District of 
Ashville NC under the charge of P.E. Murphy for the 15 days ending Sept. 15, 1866,” Roll 60, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
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portion of the press.” Instead Worth commented that the “great mass of the 

nation is patriotic, with becoming charity for what they deem the errors of other 

sections,” only “the partisan fury of ambitious demagogues keeps in restraint the 

will of the great and well meaning masses.”49

According to Bureau agent Newcomb the address encouraged violence 

from conservatives, which “if it continues to manifest itself as it has during the 

last twenty four hours, there will be no safety for the teachers and [Bureau] 

schools.” Newcomb also described how “some five or six men” disguised 

“themselves by blacking their faces” and “entered several of the negro dwellings, 

frightening the women, and injuring the men. Doors were smashed in and 

furniture broken.” The agent had “called on the Mayor” seeking redress for the 

freedpeople but was informed “he had no authority to act in the matter.” The 

agent struck an exasperated tone as he concluded, “the poor colored men bleed & 

suffer, and the vile perpetrators go unpunished.” The oratory of Worth had 

emboldened the resolve of conservatives at Elizabeth City and Newcomb 

detected a fresh attempt to push back the educatory efforts of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau. Barry Crouch explains that any teacher who taught the former slaves in 

the South “had to contend with threats of violence.” Whenever the Governor of a 

state claimed that he would not change the course of Reconstruction due to the 

‘partisan’ leanings of radicals in Washington, conservatives felt vindicated in such 

attacks on freedpeople’s autonomy.''0

If conservative whites viewed education of the freedpeople with disdain, 

the sight of an African-American teacher was anathema. In January 1867, 

Thomas Barton, a northern black educator recounted to Allan Rutherford how he 

was attacked by a party of white men. Barton taught freedpeople at Long Creek, 

about 20 miles from Wilmington and had done so since July 1866. His school

49 G. Newcomb to Rev M. Pond, Dec. [28], 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Jonathan 
Worth’s Inaugural address of Dec. 22, 1866 cited in State of North Carolina, Executive and 
Legislative Documents Laid Before the General Assembly of North Carolina Session 1866-7. (Raleigh, 
1867), pp. 4-5.
50 G. Newcomb to Rev M. Pond, Dec. [28], 1866, Roll 36, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Barry A. 
Crouch, “Black Education in Civil War and Reconstruction Louisiana: George T. Ruby, the 
Army, and the Freedmen’s Bureau.” Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical 
Association 38, no. 3 (Summer, 1997), p. 305.
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was flourishing: it attracted almost fifty scholars and anticipated commencing 

night classes. This endeavor brought with it hostility and threats from the white 

population. Barton chose to ignore the threats made against him and continued 

teaching. On the night of December 19, a party of 3 white men armed with 

revolvers came to his house, ordered him out of bed and forced him to leave with 

them. They took Barton to a thicket near his house where they met 3 more white 

men and a black man, who looked after the men’s horses. Barton was then taken 

to a wood, some three miles away, where the white men berated him. They 

exclaimed “You G-d d—d Yankee Nigger school teacher we have got you now 

and will blow your damn Yankee brains out, the niggers were bad enough before 

you came, but since you have been teaching them they know too much and are a 

damn-sight worse.”51

Five revolvers were placed at Barton’s forehead, and he was cursed and 

sworn at for a significant period. “I expected every moment to be my last” he 

explained. Then for approximately fifteen minutes he was beaten with thick 

sticks. When this finished, the white men stole Barton’s possessions and money 

and encouraged him to report their actions to the “nigger Bureau.” They made it 

clear to the teacher that, “no schools for niggers should be kept there any more 

and if any one should open another school his damn brains should be blown 

out.” Barton was given five days to leave his home at Long Creek. Lamenting the 

fragility of his position, Barton complained that a “northern man’s life [was] not 

safe” especially when fellow citizens expressed “themselves openly in respect to 

the damned Yankees.”52

By encouraging Barton to report the assault to the “nigger Bureau,” the 

white men indicated the lack of respect held for the Freedmen’s Bureau in the 

areas around Wilmington. The party expected that no consequences would result 

from informing an agent. Instead the white men felt confident enough to provoke 

the body. The weaknesses of the Bureau were clear to see. An agent was isolated 

with little in terms of support, there was therefore not much to compel 

compliance with his orders. White conservatives felt strong enough to openly

51 T. Barton to A. Rutherford, Jan. 10, 1867, Roll 69, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
52 Ibid.
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contest the power of the Freedmen’s Bureau, safe in the knowledge that 

sympathetic civil authorities supported their position. The discriminatory nature 

of the courts, reactionary police forces and a political climate that had returned 

Jonathan Worth all combined to stiffen the resolve of those opposed to the federal 

project of Reconstruction. Attacks on teachers of the freedpeople also signaled the 

intention to role back any autonomy that had resulted from the Bureau’s 

establishment.

Violence directed against the former slaves became more organized as 

Reconstruction progressed. In South Carolina white rifle clubs were set up in 

place of the state militia. Other Deep South states established similar 

organizations, which were instrumental in the ultimate dismantling of 

Reconstruction. Trelease informs us, however, that the “more immediate source 

of harassment for Negroes” and whites dedicated to helping the former slaves 

“was the secret societies epitomized by the Ku Klux Klan.” These organizations 

were according to Trelease similar to the bushwhacking guerillas that created 

havoc in the Civil War, “who respected neither life nor property.” Postwar, secret 

societies differed though, in that the assailants usually operated with their identity 

concealed and under the cover of darkness. Also their actions were usually geared 

toward “a higher and nobler end, the preservation of white supremacy.”53

In the Old North State the first incarnation of postwar secret societies 

came in the guise of Regulators, bands of vigilantes who harassed freedpeople. 

Mark Bradley comments that “despite their name, the Regulators of Presidential 

Reconstruction were above all robbers and vandals.” Regulators took their name 

from a pre-Revolution organization. Formed in the decade before the American 

War of Independence, Regulators were North Carolinian piedmont backcountry 

farmers who mobilized in an attempt to politically and economically resist the 

colonial authorities. The post Civil War Regulators were active throughout the 

South. In North Carolina they predominantly operated in the south east of the 

state. At times Regulators attacked sites of economic and political control, like 

their eighteenth-century namesakes. In Johnston County a tax collector was

53 Trelease, White Terror, p. xlv.
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robbed by Regulators, at Pitt County documents were liberated from the County 

sheriff. They were also responsible for ransacking the courthouse at Greenville.54

It was the freedpeople that were the primary target of Regulator violence. 

Attacks formed part of postwar attempts to ensure control of the former slaves. 

Regulators employed the tactic of night riding against the freedpeople. Hannah 

Rosen informs us that this “was not a new practice during Reconstruction.” 

Antebellum slave patrols had “often intruded into slave cabins and inflicted 

physical punishment on their inhabitants.” Post Civil War, night riding was 

exerted against the former slaves to enforce white supremacy. At Greene County 

(eastern North Carolina) in January 1867 Regulators executed seven people in 

revenge for a rape. Before Christmas 1866 a white woman was allegedly gang- 

raped. Six African-American males and one white man were charged with the 

crime, all were jailed. On January 8, Regulators appropriated the prison keys 

from the jailor, bundled the seven accused out of their cells and executed them. 

All seven bodies were found at a nearby creek with their heads split open. The 

Bureau agent at Greene County, Robert Avery, investigated the case but did not 

find any compelling evidence against the seven executed men. Avery did, 

however, establish that four of the men were Union veterans. The Bureau agent 

complained that the possibility of achieving justice was practically impossible.

The jailor in all likelihood knew the identity of the Regulators responsible for the 

murders, but would not disclose this. Avery believed that the white community in 

Greene County was sympathetic to the murders and would conceal any 

information from federal authorities.55

A Bureau official at Wilmington commented that Regulator violence was 

so ferocious that the “freedmen who suffer from these outrages, either quietly

54 The Regulator Rebellion lasted from 1766-71. Thousands of farmers were involved in the 
Rebellion, many were religious radicals roused by the Great Awakening. On May 16, 1771 a 
colonial militia under the direction of Governor William Tyson defeated the Regulators on the 
battlefield at Alamance Creek. Approximately 6,000 Regulators were forced to swear allegiance to 
the Government. The Reconstruction Regulators identified with efforts to oppose the influence of 
a ‘foreign Government.’ Kars, Maijoleine, Breaking Loose Together: The Regulator Rebellion in Pre- 
Revolutionary North Carolina. (Chapel Hill, 2002); Bradley, Bluecoats& Tar Heels, pp. 100-01; 
Alexander, North Carolina Faces, pp. 131-32.
55 Hannah Rosen, Terror in the Heart of Freedom: Citizenship, Sexual Violence, and the Meaning of Race 
in the Postemancipation South. (Chapel Hill, 2009), pp. 184-83; R. Avery to J. Chur, cited in 
Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 129.
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submit, or leave the neighborhood, as they have found from experience the utter 

uselessness of entering a complaint.” In February 1867 Dr. S.S. Satchwell of 

Rocky Point New Hanover County requested “a military Guard sent up to Rocky 

Point [District].” Satchwell complained that Regulators had made things unsafe 

there. He commented that the freedpeople were under threat and “the Civil 

Authorities manifest no disposition to follow up and arrest these men.” In the 

same month a party of 25 Regulators arrived at a plantation five miles from 

Wilmington “and searched for Horses and Mules belonging to negroes.” After the 

appearance of Regulators, white man James Pettiway informed the Freedmen’s 

Bureau that the former slaves were “afraid to work and [were] leaving their 

places.” Pettiway added that the civil authorities “manifest an utter indifference 

to [the Regulators].” The military was requested to track down the perpetrators of 

such attacks and a force of seven men was sent. This proved futile as “they 

returned without obtaining any information.”56

The Superintendent of the Southern District, Allan Rutherford, claimed 

that Regulators roamed “at will” throughout the counties of Duplin, Sampson 

and New Hanover. In the aforementioned counties, vigilantes stole “horses mules 

and Stock” from the freedpeople “making threats against their lives if they 

complained.” Rutherford explained that in “some cases the Regulators have their 

faces blacked, in other cases they are men unknown to the Freedmen.” The 

superintendent speculated that some of the nightriders came “from other 

Counties... as the Freedmen cannot identify any of the parties.” Without 

sufficient knowledge on the identity of these vigilantes, Freedmen’s Bureau 

agents were powerless to act. Jacob Chur exclaimed, “It is manifestly impossible 

... to punish or suppress crime without some means of identifying and arresting 

the criminal.” Chur was suspicious that the lack of prosecutions by civil 

authorities also stemmed from “indifference... or sympathy with the persons 

committing these outrages.”57

56 Wilmington Bureau official cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 101; “Complaint of Dr. 
S.S. Satchwell,” Feb. 19, 1867, Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Complaint of James Pettiway,” 
Feb. 19, 1867, Roll 75, BRFAL-NC (M19090).
57 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Feb. 12, 1867, Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); J. Chur to A. 
Rutherford, Feb. 20, 1867, Roll 70, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Allan Rutherford was so convinced that the civil authorities were 

sympathetic to the Regulators that he wrote “several letters to leading citizens 

Magistrates and others” on the matter. At this time Rutherford was almost one 

year into the position of Superintendent and he decided to change the tact of his 

correspondence. “I thought that perhaps when all appeals to their humanity and 

sense of justice had failed... interest might induce them to move in the matter.” 

Thus Rutherford called attention to “the many cases” of Regulator violence and 

argued, “that it was their [the conservative white population’s] interest to protect 

the Freedmen.” According to the superintendent continuing “these outrages 

would severely drive away the negro population, and as a natural result increase 

the cost of labor, and reduce value of their lands.” Rutherford was skeptical that 

such an appeal would make much difference and commented that only 

instructions from the Governor of the state would induce the civil authorities to 

act. There was an acceptance of the Regulator violence, as it kept the freedpeople 

downtrodden. Rosen argues that white southerners felt there was a “need” for 

vigilante societies. This understanding had even permeated those who were not 

former slaveholders. After emancipation the white population placed their faith in 

“racial identification and solidarity,” believing that “a cross-class fraternity of 

white men [was] the only mean to protect the domestic base of their mastery.”58

Allan Rutherford was aware that racist sentiment precluded the civil 

authorities from thorough investigation of Regulator attacks. When the tables 

were turned and it was the freedpeople who instigated violence, state authorities 

were only too happy to bring the guilty parties to justice. In one instance, state 

Governor, Jonathan Worth, corresponded with the Bureau over the case of a 

black man who had threatened the life of the mayor at Morehead City. Stephen 

Kantrowitz explains that during antebellum times slaveholders “never forgot” 

their dominance “required fear.” If slaves stepped out of line beatings were 

ruthlessly administered. After the war, former slaveholders still believed that 

African-Americans required ‘correction.’ When the freedpeople employed

58 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Feb. 12, 1867, Roll 60, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Rosen, Terror in the 
Heart of Freedom, p. 194.
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violence this was alarming for the white mentality, thus civil authorities were 

quick to act.'19

In September 1867 police constable, John A. Burney at Harrisons Creek 

Landing, Bladen County, wrote to the Freedmen’s Bureau requesting the backup 

of federal troops. Bumey was struggling to arrest freedpeople who had 

requisitioned a plantation and were “committing all kinds of depredations and 

threatening the lifes [sic] of all white persons who go there.” Bumey claimed 

there were “about 40” freedpeople at the plantation. Therefore he felt that a large 

federal force was required, “not less than 25 men and most men think not less 

than 50.” Eight men were sent and they proceeded with constable Burney to the 

plantation taken over by the freedpeople. The federal troops managed to arrest 

the ringleaders, one man “by the name of Wright” and “one April Lesene, who 

seemed to be the leader of said riotous Freedmen.” When caught Lesene was 

charged with leading “a band of about forty Freedmen armed with rifles shot 

guns pistols hoes and other weapons... in resisting a civil officer John A. Bimie 

[sic] Constable of Bladen County.”60

The federal forces did not arrest the remaining freedpeople at the 

plantation. Lieutenant E. B. Gibbs who led the military operation spoke with the 

former slaves and “explained to them the laws.” Gibbs claimed that demagogues 

were misleading the freedpeople at Bladen County. “Political (Colored) speakers” 

were, according to Gibbs, “addressing the Freedmen throughout this district” and 

informing “them not to obey any orders emanating from Civil Authorities.” 

Lieutenant Gibbs cautioned the former slaves against such a mindset. The 

Freedmen’s Bureau and federal military were thus in this instance aiding the 

position of conservative civil authorities. The freedpeople were understandably 

wary of municipal bodies and resistance to their edicts had led to armed 

confrontation at Harrisons Creak Landing. Instead of seeking reform of civil 

authorities, the federal presence in North Carolina rebuked the former slaves for

59 J. Worth to E. Whittlesey, June 23, 1866, Roll 5, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Stephen Kantrowitz, 
“The Two Faces of Domination in North Carolina, 1800-1898.” David S. Cecelski and Timothy 
B. Tyson, eds., Democracy Betrayed: The Wilmington Race Riot and Its Legacy. (Chapel Hill, 1998), p. 
100.

60 J. Burney to R. Frank, Sept. 16, 1867, Roll 68, BRFAF-NC (Ml909); E. Gibbs to R. Frank, 
Sept. 20, 1867, Roll 70, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
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countenancing opposition to unreconstructed municipal bodies. Once again the 

Freedmen’s Bureau and federal forces adopted the conservative path. The 

cautioning of former slaves against resisting the edicts of civil authorities 

dovetailed with Bureau’s conservative labor policies. At times the Bureau proved 

itself far from a bulwark against the excesses of white planters. Indeed the body’s 

recalcitrance to take on the civil authorities and the promotion of a conservative 

‘free-labor’ ideology that pushed the former slaves back to the plantations 

demonstrated the benefit the agency provided for the planter class. To quote 

William Messner, the Freedmen’s Bureau was “far from being an agent of 

significant economic change” in fact it “operated as a force for the perpetuation 

of black economic subservience.” A conscientious reforming agent like Allan 

Rutherford, who incurred the wrath of Wilmington’s Mayor, Adrian Van 

Bokkelen, was undermined in his duty by the overriding conservatism of the 

Bureau as a whole.61

Though conservative, the Freedmen’s Bureau was an obvious target for 

white violence. The idea that it catered solely for the freedpeople provoked 

hostility. Furthermore the Bureau’s embodiment of a federal presence made the 

agency hated. Close associations with the Republican Party and the fact that the 

Radicals had pushed through the legislation that brought it into existence (then 

later extended its lifetime) also combined to make the body resented across the 

South. Throughout the existence of the Freedmen’s Bureau, agents were attacked 

and intimidation was employed against those the agency sought to aid. In the

61 In South Carolina during the summer of 1876 strikes “swept across” the low country rice fields. 
At local level black field hands won significant victories, however, the Democratic led counter
revolution crushed these short-lived successes. As the strikes were smashed, the Republican Party 
deserted the field hands. The party’s “curious alliance... of wealth at the North and the most 
destitute segment of the population at the South... began to disintegrate.” Brian Kelly informs us 
that the Republicans were forced to decide between “a working-class insurgency” and the elite of 
the South. The party plumped for the latter. Kelly points out that “substantive freedom for black 
workers” could not endure in such conditions. The Republican desertion of black workers in 
South Carolina at the end of Reconstruction was similar to the Freedmen’s Bureau refusal to 
adequately support former slaves in the immediate years after emancipation. The ffeedpeople’s 
exasperation with the civil authorities exploded at Bladen County in the fall of 1867, however, 
instead of considering their grievances, federal troops and the Freedmen’s Bureau urged restraint. 
Bureau officials and federal soldiers could never grasp the complexities of everyday political 
interaction as well as the former slaves. Brian Kelly, “Black Laborers, the Republican Party, and 
the Crisis of Reconstruction in Lowcountry South Carolina.” International Review of Social History 
51, no. 3, (Dec., 2006), pp. 375, 413-14; E. Gibbs to R. Frank, Sept. 20, 1867, Roll 70, BRFAL- 
NC (M1909); Messner, Freedmen and the Ideology, p. 185.
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maelstrom of Reconstruction violence was never far from the surface and officials 

soon became reconciled to this.

Radical Bureau agents, like Rutherford, were caught between Scylla and 

Charybdis. On the one side, the inbuilt conservatism of the Freedmen’s Bureau 

compromised their ability to effect substantive change for the freedpeople. On the 

other any discernable radicalism was met with hostility. Cimbala comments that 

the white population made the lives of Bureau men “uncomfortable and even 

dangerous.” Association with the body “attracted all manner of abuse from white 

Southerners.” Officials were socially ostracized and citizens were prepared to 

think the worst of Bureau men. W. F. Henderson agent at Lexington, North 

Carolina, was charged with stealing a mule. His position was compromised and 

he found execution of duties nearly impossible. Henderson complained that 

“every whelp of a cur, mongrel, and the very excrescence of Society” taunted and 

jeered him and his family. At times such threats turned into physical attacks even 

assassinations.62

Five agents were killed whilst in service of the Freedmen’s Bureau 

throughout the South. Amongst this number was Jabez Blanding on duty in 

Mississippi, William G. Kirkman at Texas and Hiram Willis at Arkansas. Jabez 

Blanding was said to exercise “firmness and excellent judgment” in his role as 

sub-assistant commissioner at Grenada, Mississippi. However, such was the fury 

that this provoked amongst white conservatives, on April 30, the Bureau man was 

shot. That night he was walking after supper “when a pistol was placed near his 

head, and without a moment’s warning, three shots were fired at him, each taking 

effect.” The murder took place in “the heart of city,” and though the civil 

authorities attempted to bring the perpetrators before the courts, no witnesses to 

the crime would come forward.63

One man accounted for the death of agents William Kirkman and Hiram 

Willis. Cullen Montgomery Baker, nicknamed the ‘Swamp Fox of the Sulphur,’

62 Scylla and Charybdis were creatures from Greek mythology, appearing in Homer’s Odyssey. 
Scylla, a six-headed monster lived in a cave opposite Charybdis, a whirlpool monster. Cimbala, 
The Freedmen’s Bureau,^. 35-38.

63 Ibid., p. 38; John R. Bartlett, Memoirs of Rhode Island Officers Who were Engaged in the Service of 
their Country During the Great Rebellion of the South. (Providence, 1867), p. 437.
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murdered both in the fall of 1868. William Kirkmam was the Bureau agent at 

Boston, Texas. According to Barry Crouch he was “sympathetic to black 

aspirations, Kirkman believed in the ideals of Reconstruction and lost his life in 

attempting to implement them.” This display of concern and interest in the 

welfare of the former slaves enraged white conservatives. Baker was a 

“notorious” desperado who, together with a band of disillusioned ex-Confederate 

soldiers and bushwhackers, unleashed a terrorist campaign across northeastern 

Texas, western Arkansas and northwestern Louisiana. African-Americans were 

killed “for... mere sport,” and the lives of white unionists and the Union Army 

were threatened. William Kirkman coordinated efforts to capture Baker, with the 

Freedmen’s Bureau official at Paraclifta, Arkansas, Hiram F Willis. Both agents 

were killed by the man they sought to capture. William L. Ritcher comments that 

the deaths illustrate that “well -intentioned, obejective [men] could be defeated 

by... extremist opponents’ appeal to the suspicions, confusions, and deceptions 

inherent in a period of rapid, uncertain, and unwelcome change like the 

Reconstruction. ”64

No Freedmen’s Bureau officials were killed whilst on duty in North 

Carolina. Nevertheless, the job was just as precarious as in other states. In June 

1867 William Bimie, agent at Lumberton, was attacked as he stood on the porch 

of his office. Three “Ruffians” beat Bimie “severely” and threw him from the 

porch into the street. Finding a magistrate to issue a warrant for the arrest of the 

parties involved proved difficult and Allan Rutherford expressed little confidence 

that the civil authorities would act with any impartiality. Rutherford cited lenient 

sentences passed against those found guilty of attacks on freedpeople as evidence 

that justice was unlikely to prevail. The Superintendent of the Southern District 

was anxious that an example was set in the case. “In my opinion an Example is 

much needed in this situation.” If this was not forthcoming he worried “future 

acts of violence on the persons of officers and agents of this Bureau [will] be the

64 Crouch, The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black Texans, pp. 94-97, 101; Ritcher, William, L., ‘“A Dear 
Little Job’: Second Lieutenant Hiram F. Willis, Freedmen’s Bureau Agent in Southwestern 
Arkansas, 1866-1868.” The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 50, no. 2 (Summer, 1991), p. 200.
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result.” As long as agents remained at their posts in the South, they remained a 

target for white vigilantes.6''

General Allan Rutherford had proven a constant thorn in the side of 

conservatives throughout his term of office. As Superintendent of the Southern 

District he had incurred the wrath of Wilmington’s white supremacist mayor, 

defended his Bureau agents against the charges of conservatives and championed 

the rights of the former slaves. If the federal government was serious about 

effecting social change through Reconstruction, agents like Rutherford required 

assistance. This was not a primary aim of Washington and consequently support 

was not forthcoming.

Rutherford was ultimately undermined by Military rule. On August 26, 

1867 Brigadier General Edward Richard Sprigg Canby replaced Daniel Sickles as 

the head of the Second Military District. Canby was a native of Kentucky, though 

he was educated in Indiana. During the war he held various positions before he 

relieved Nathaniel Banks of command at Louisiana. Joseph G. Dawson 

comments that, “diligence was Canby’s outstanding trait; he was noted neither 

for tactical brilliance nor mesmerizing personality... Canby had little about his 

person to mark him as extraordinary.” The General officially assumed command 

of the Second Military District on September 5, and it did not take him long to 

attract the ire of conservatives. At the end of October, State Governor, Jonathan 

Worth wrote that Edward Canby was “an extreme Radical” who “willfully and 

ignobly” abused his position.66

Worth’s posturing was standard fare for conservatives opposed to 

Reconstruction, Canby, however, was far from a Radical. After North 

Carolinians endorsed holding a constitutional convention in November 1867, the 

General moved swiftly to consolidate scattered troops in the state. Canby

65 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, July 7, 1867, Roll 66, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
66 President Andrew Johnson relieved Daniel Sickles of duty after a clash over the enforcement of 
edicts from the federal courts. In late July 1867 Captain Royal T. Frank the post commander at 
Wilmington rejected a judgment of the United States Circuit Court for the District of North 
Carolina. Sickles backed the post commander even after the U.S. Marshall for North Carolina, 
Daniel Reaves Goodloe, raised opposition to this. Johnson then acted and replaced Sickles with 
Canby. Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 155-56; Joseph G. Dawson, Army Generals and 
Reconstruction: Louisiana, 1862-1877. (Baton Rouge, 1994), p. 26;
Worth, The Correspondence II,'p. 1071.
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reasoned that civil law should now replace the role of federal troops throughout 

North Carolina. To date civil authorities in the main had resolved to defy the 

federal program of Reconstruction. Canby’s good faith in these authorities was 

therefore unwarranted. At this time he also brought changes to the administration 

of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the state. After petitioning O.O. Howard, it was 

agreed that Canby became Bureau supervisory assistant commissioner for the 

Second Military District. It was then set out that each military post commander 

also became a sub-assistant commissioner. The line between the Bureau and the 

military was now uncertain. The Tar Heel Assistant Commissioner, Nelson A. 

Miles, was greatly displeased with the changed organization of the Bureau. Miles 

was aware that these alterations caused confusion and he was especially 

concerned that his authority was compromised.6'

The Assistant Commissioner complained that several of the post 

commanders were “not in sympathy with the colored people” and argued that 

placing them in Freedmen’s Bureau positions was unwise. Miles was especially 

wary of the post commander at Wilmington, Royal T. Frank. Frank had clashed 

with the Bureau’s incumbent superintendent at the city, Allan Rutherford and 

sought his removal. If the post commander was successful in this venture, he was 

confident that he could fill the vacancy outright. Mark Bradley comments that the 

“Rutherford controversy became a cause celebre in Wilmington’s African- 

American community.”68

Several hundred blacks held a mass meeting in support of the 

superintendent. Abraham H. Galloway, a former slave runaway, turned political 

leader headed the meeting. David Cecelski maintains that Galloway was arguably 

the most important black leader during the Civil War and Reconstruction. He 

was a young man at the war’s end, still shy of his thirtieth birthday. Wherever he 

went “black Carolinians crowded around him as if he were a prophet.” Galloway 

was convinced that the Bureau must retain Rutherford rather than Frank. 

According to Galloway Frank was “totally disinterested as to whether the negro

67 The election to decide on a constitutional convention took place on November 19 and 20. The 
result was comprehensive, 93,006 voted in favor and 32,961 voted against it Bradley, Bluecoats & 
Tar Heels, pp. 172-73, 179.

68 Ibid., p. 179.
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gets justice or not.” On the other hand, he claimed that Rutherford had the 

“respect and confidence of both white and black Loyalists.” Assistant 

Commissioner, Miles had his say on the matter. He wrote to Canby informing 

him that he was opposed to Frank’s involvement with the body, “I have no use 

for this Officer as a Bureau Agent.” The opinion of the head of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau in North Carolina counted for little, Royal T. Frank remained a sub

assistant commissioner. The service of Allan Rutherford was also retained, 

though his independence was undermined. Rutherford’s radicalism was thus 

restrained. Edward Canby had continued Daniel Sickles’ disregard for the 

position of the agency. Once again Military Rule had compromised the 

independence of the Freedmen’s Bureau and reined in the body’s ability to effect 

substantive change in the Old North State.69

As 1867 gave way to 1868, North Carolina was under Military Rule and 

in Washington the Radical Republicans were directing the federal policy on 

Reconstruction. Radical agents like Allan Rutherford were, however, constrained 

in their implementation of Bureau policy. Rutherford had stood against the 

excesses of white Conservatives in Wilmington, but was not afforded any serious 

support. As a result the freedpeople of the city suffered. If a committed agent like 

Allan Rutherford could not direct the body in the state with the backing of the 

federal government, then the Bureau’s impact was limited. The violence of the 

postwar era was ferocious and the unrestrained excesses of conservatives like 

Adrian Van Bokkelen indicated that the task before those charged with bringing 

Reconstruction south was monumental. Rutherford’s efforts stood as a beacon. 

However most of the men employed by the Freedmen’s Bureau were not 

endowed with the personalities or temperament needed to support the federal 

project after the war. The in-built conservatism of the Bureau was debilitating and 

civil authorities took advantage of any weaknesses an agent displayed. As

69 Abraham Galloway served as a Union spy during the Civil War. He also organized slaves 
behind federal lines. By the spring of 1863 he was the most important political leader among the 
more than 10,000 former slaves who had resided in the contraband camps and seaports occupied 
by the Federal army. After the war he returned to Wilmington, where he gave the former slaves a 
political voice. Cecelksi, David S., “Abraham H. Galloway: Wilmington’s Lost Prophet and the 
Rise of Black Radicalism in the American South.” David S. Cecelski and Timothy B. Tyson, eds., 
Democracy Betrayed: The Wilmington Race Riot and Its Legacy. (Chapel Hill, 1998), pp. 45-46, 50-51; 
Bradley, Bluecoats& Tar Heels, pp. 179-180.
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violence raged throughout this period, it appeared that Bureau officials could do 

little more than record the outages within their sub-district.
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5.

“Guardian and Friend”

The Freedmen’s Bureau effectively ended operations across the South as 

1868 gave way to 1869. During 1868 North Carolina would pass a progressive 

new constitution and was fully readmitted to the United States. Governor 

William Woods Holden reveled in the Old North State’s political transformation. 

Superficially the job of Reconstruction was progressing at pace and to the 

satisfaction of those in Washington. The last year of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 

North Carolina demonstrated, however, that little social change had occured. 

Threat and intimidation still marred elections and destitution was far from 

eradicated. When the agency left North Carolina and indeed the South it left 

behind a subservient and bowed labor force, but had not aided the material 

welfare of the people it was supposedly “guardian and friend” to.1

On January 14, 1868, the North Carolinian Constitutional Convention 

met in the state capitol, Raleigh. This was a requirement of the United States 

Congress. Before any of the 10 states undergoing Radical Reconstruction could 

rejoin the Union, each had to form “a constitution of government in conformity 

with the Constitution of the United States.” At the November 1867 election, 

when Tar Heel voters gave a clear backing for the convention, they also 

concurrently cast their ballot for potential representatives. The Republican Party 

gained complete control of the Constitutional Convention. Of the 120 available 

seats, Republicans took 107 to the Conservatives’ 13. The Republican Party was 

not even a year old in the Old North State when it achieved this landslide 

victory.2

1 Albion W. Tourgee, Bricks Without Straw. (New York, 1880), p. 41.
2 Section 5 of the Reconstruction Act passed on March 2, 1867, stated that “when such 
constitution shall be ratified by a majority of the persons voting on the question of ratification... 
and when such constitution shall have been submitted to Congress for examination and approval, 
and Congress shall have approved the same, and when said State, by a vote of its legislature... 
shall have adopted the amendment... known as article fourteen... said State shall be declared
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William Mabry comments that the launch of the Republican Party in 

North Carolina, “practically coincided... with the enfranchisement of the 

Negroes.” William Woods Holden headed this first meeting of the party in 

Raleigh, on March 27, 1867. At this time the conditions were ripe for Republican 

success. There was a Congressional expectation that unionists in the South would 

organize and control state level government. The Reconstruction Acts had 

disenfranchised Confederate leaders, whilst black males were afforded the vote. 

“[The] stage was set for a political transformation of the South.” Judging the 

electoral returns for the Constitutional Convention, a thorough reordering of 

North Carolinian politics and society now appeared likely.* * 3

The state’s conservative press denounced the convention from the outset it 

was branded “Ham Radicalism in Its Glory.” Newspapers drew attention to the 

political inexperience of many of the delegates. White conservative ire was 

provoked by the representation of blacks and northerners at the convention. The 

number of African-Americans elected was particularly galling for conservatives. 

There were at least 13 black delegates returned. There was also approximately 20 

‘carpetbaggers’ elected. Still the numerical superiority of the scalawag delegates 

ensured that they held the most important positions at the convention. Calvin J. 

Cowles, a close political aid of William Holden, conducted proceedings whilst 

most committee chairs were also white southerners. No African-American 

delegate chaired any of the main committees.4

The numerical dominance of scalawags did not preclude significant input 

from the carpetbaggers and black members of the convention. “By nearly all 

accounts” radical journalist and lawyer, Albion Winegar Tourgee, made the

entitled to representation in Congress, and senators and representatives shall be admitted there
from.” The fourteenth Amendment ensured racial equality before the law. Congressional Globe, 39 
Cong., 2 Sess., p. 429; Karin Zipf, “No longer under Cover(ture): Marriage, Divorce, and Gender 
in the 1868 Constitutional Convention.” Paul D. Escott ed., North Carolinians in the Era of the Civil 
War and Reconstruction. (Chapel Hill, 2008), pp. 194-95.

3 William A. Mabry, The Negro in North Carolina Politics Since Reconstruction. (Durham, 1940), p. 9; 
Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 219.
4 There is conjecture over the number of African-American delegates at the convention. Karin 
Zipf, comments that they totaled “[at] least thirteen.” Joseph de Roulhac Hamilton claims that 15 
of the delegates “were negroes.” Zipf, “No longer under Cover(ture),” p. 195; Joseph G. De 
Roulhac Hamilton, Reconstruction in North Carolina. (New York, 1914), p. 253; Richard L. Zuber, 
North Carolina During Reconstruction. (Raleigh, 1969), p. 15; Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 234- 
35.

169



“greatest individual impact.” Tourgee was a carpetbagger hailing from 

Williamsfield, Ohio. After the war Tourgee and his wife, Emma Lodoilska 

Kilboume left their home in Ashtabula, Ohio, to settle in the Old North State. 

They settled in Greensboro where Albion began practicing law. Theodore L. 

Gross comments that Tourgee “soon established himself’ as a controversial 

figure in the state, owing to his intention “to help the freedman obtain racial 

justice in the South.” Alongside other radicals, Tourgee helped organize the 

Republican Party in the west of the state. He was elected as a representative of 

Guilford County for the Constitutional Convention.''

One of the issues that the Ohioan pushed at the convention was racial 

equality. Mark Elliot writes that at the late evening session of February 21, 

Tourgee “delivered perhaps his most salient speech yet on the subject.” That 

night he told the convention that both black and white citizens were “heirs” to 

“our glorious nationality.” Tourgee believed that the sacrifice of white and black 

in the Civil War “had fashioned an interracial national identity.” He was 

convinced that history would record the war “as the crowning glory of the 

nineteenth century.” Thus he emphasized the role of the black soldier in the 

conflict. Tourgee believed that the performance of African-American troops in 

the war demonstrated their “manhood" and indicated their readiness for full 

citizenship. Elliot maintains that Tourgee’s speech “was representative of radical

5 Before the war Tourgee studied at Rochester University in New York. In May 1861 he joined the 
Union Army serving with the 27th New York Infantry. Tourgee was wounded at the First Battle of 
Bull Run. A back injury left him temporarily paralyzed. He later returned to fight for the Union, 
this time enlisting with the 105th Ohio Volunteer Infantry. In July 1862 he was commissioned as 
an infantry lieutenant. Tourgee was captured in January 1863 and spent 4 months in Richmond’s 
Libby prison. After release in a prisoner exchange, Tourgee returned to serve in the field. He 
fought again at the Battle of Chickamauga, but due to his back injury was forced to leave service 
in December 1863. In the fmal year of the war Tourgee returned to Rochester and gained an M.A. 
in law. Tourgee looked back on his military career with disappointment. In his mind he had 
“never accomplished anything heroic.” He did not taste victory, as the Union was defeated in 
each of the three major battles that he fought in. Mark Elliot comments, however, “The war may 
have exhausted his anxiety about fulfilling the gendered ideal of masculine heroism, but it 
awakened his personal interest in the political ‘revolution’ against slavery.” Mark Elliot, Color- 
Blind Justice: Albion Tourgee and the Quest for Racial Equality from the Civil War to Plessy V. Ferguson. 
(New York, 2006), pp. 78, 85, 87, 97, 100, 122; Theodore L. Gross, “The Fool’s Errand of Albion 
W. Tourgee.” Phylon 24, no. 3 (1963), pp. 240-42.
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thought at the height of its influence in Reconstruction.” The Ohioan delegate 

was calling for a new start across the nation (not just in the South) and he was 

pleading that all citizens recognized the new status of the ffeedpeople.6

Tourgee was not alone as an accomplished carpetbagger at the 

convention. Other northerners were highly commended for their input. McKee 

Evans comments that New Hanover, a “predominantly Negro” County, returned 

“[by] all odds... the most able delegates.” Amongst the New Hanover contingent 

were General Joseph Carter Abbott and Reverend Samuel Stanford Ashley. 

Abbott was a Union Army veteran and hailed from Concord, New Hampshire. 

Ashley had come south from Rhode Island as a missionary to the freedpeople and 

was in the employ of the Freedmen’s Bureau. In total New Hanover returned 3 

representatives to the convention. The county’s other elected delegate was 

Abraham Galloway. A “quick-witted debater” with political experience gained in 

Ohio’s abolitionist movement.7

Galloway served alongside Tourgee on the committee for local 

governance. The former runaway slave displayed a similar conviction for the 

promotion of racial equality to the Ohioan carpetbagger. Galloway “felt a special 

responsibility to represent the political concerns of the state’s African-American 

population.” As well as serving on the committee for local government, he also 

sat on the judiciary committee. Galloway championed popular election for the 

judiciary. The Wilmington Journal reported that he explained his support by 

claiming “the Judiciary in New Hanover was a bastard, born in sin and 

secession,” in their eyes “it was a crime to be a black or a loyal man.” On a daily 

basis Wilmington’s black representative was subjected to racist comment, both 

from the press and conservative delegates. The Raleigh Sentinel declared that “apes 

and hybrids” were “holding a brutal carnival” at the convention. Galloway was

6 Elliot, Color-Blind Justice, pp. 123-26.
7 Abbott served as Adjutant General of New Hampshire from 1855-61. After the war he came to 
Wilmington, where he served as Post Commander. He settled there and began a lumber 
enterprise, employing black and white. Abbott was also a Republican Party activist. Ashley was 
serving as a pastor at Northboro, Massachusetts, when he request leave to “go south as a 
missionary to the freedmen.” He settled in eastern North Carolina, behind Union lines and 
continued his work with the former slaves after the war’s conclusion. McKee Evans, Ballots and 
Fence Rails, pp. 96-91, 107-09; Edward McCrady, Cyclopedia of Eminent & Representative Men of the 
Carolinas of the Nineteenth Century II. (Madison, 1892), p. 122; John F. Ohles ed., Biographical 
Dictionary of American Educators I. (Westport, 1978), p. 53.
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not perturbed by the racial slurs and informed conservatives that he was there to 

do “justice to the African race.”8

Although the criticisms of conservatives were vocal, their numbers were 

insufficient to impact on the outcome of the convention. John Hope Franklin 

comments that across the South the state constitutions drawn up at this time 

“were the most progressive the South had ever known.” In North Carolina 

changes were made to the executive, legislative and judicial branches of state- 

level government. The Governor’s term of office was lengthened from two years 

to four years. A Governor was also afforded the power to reduce the sentences of 

convicted criminals. The elected office of lieutenant governor was also added to 

the executive. The legislative department was altered with the lower house 

changing its name from the House of Commons to the House of Representatives. 

The division of seats in the state’s upper house, the Senate was changed. Instead 

of the wealth of a district deciding the number of senators returned, the district’s 

population was taken as the deciding factor.9

The changes made to North Carolina’s judiciary were according to 

Richard Zuber the “biggest and probably the most important changes in the state 

government.” State Supreme Court justices were no longer in position for life. 

The term of office was 8 years and this was now an elected post. The Convention 

accepted that some “may doubt the propriety of electing Judges by the people,” 

however, it contended that if “the people select wisely no harm can possibly 

result.” County Courts were stripped of considerable power. Since Colonial times 

the County Courts had exerted great power in determining the law. The 

Republican Party was loathed to let this practice continue, due to the 

unwillingness of courts to administer justice to the freedpeople and unionists of 

the state. County level lawmaking was now given to the boards of County 

commissioners, an elected body. The constitution also stipulated that elections

8 McKee Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, pp. 96-97; Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song, p. 196.
9 Franklin and Moss, From Slavery to Freedom, p. 265; Zuber, North Carolina, pp. 15-17.

172



would decide the positions of sheriffs and clerks, each serving a term of 2 years. 

This was another power withdrawn from the County Courts.10

Aside from dealing with state level governance the convention endorsed 

measures such as a free public school system. The constitution opened this to all 

aged between 6 and 21 regardless of color. The University of North Carolina, a 

“property of the State” was included in this, due to its “inseparable connection 

with the Free Public School system.” The constitution also passed a suspension of 

debt collection after the catastrophic harvest failures of 1867. The convention had 

produced a document that was radical and promised a much more equitable 

society. Within the constitution provision was made for universal male suffrage, 

regardless of color. Religious and property qualifications were removed for voting 

and office holding. The constitution had “afforded citizens a greater voice in their 

government and promised to benefit the people as never before.”* 11

Two members of the convention, John W. Graham and Plato Durham 

signed a conservative minority report. They maintained that if “negro suffrage 

and negro equality are forced upon us, we will not have consented to our own 

humiliation, and will at least, have preserved our honor and self-respect.” 

However the strength of the Republican Party ensured that such dissention was 

irrelevant. On March 17, 1868, the delegates passed the constitution. The 

document was now ready to go before the electorate for ratification. General 

Canby indicated that the election would take place a month later, on April 21-23, 

1868. The Commander of the Second Military District was braced for violence at

10 State of North Carolina, Journal of the Constitutional Convention of the State ofNorth-Carolina, at Its 
Session 1868. (Raleigh, 1868), pp. 264, 486; Zuber, North Carolina, p. 17.
11 The Dunningite School derided the Constitutional Conventions held across the South. Joseph 
de Roulhac Hamilton was scathing of North Carolina’s convention. He complained that the 
“convention, by comparison with all previous public assemblies in North Carolina, was 
exceedingly expensive and extravagant” and that “little regard was had for the necessity of 
completing their work.” Hamilton also claimed that the delegates were deliberately provocative. 
He cited their “singing and horseplay.” Amongst the songs sung were “Hang JefFDavis,” 
“Yankee Doodle” and “a number of negro melodies.” De Roulhac Hamilton, Reconstruction in 
North Carolina, p. 258, 260, 273; Zuber, North Carolina, p. 17; Journal of the Constitutional 
Convention, p. 339; Gross, “The Fool’s Errand,” p. 247; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 181.
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the polls and asked sheriffs to remain vigilant in the weeks leading up to the 

election.12

Voters would also cast their ballot for new state representatives and for the 

office of Governor. The Republicans stood firmly behind the constitution and 

William Holden for Governor. The Conservatives hoping to defeat the new 

constitution backed Thomas Ashe for the governorship. Voter intimidation was 

rife. Countless former slaves, like Sandy Jones, petitioned the Freedmen’s Bureau 

requesting protection. Jones complained to the body that his employer James 

McCoy of Brunswick County “threatened all his laborers that if they voted at the 

election he would drive them off his place.” Jackson Fare an African-American of 

Onslow County was warned to leave his home “within fifteen minutes” by two 

white men, Hill King and Jury Spicer. The white men threatened Fare “because 

he [was] a Republican and was advising the colored people to vote the 

Republican ticket.” Fare claimed that “the Rebel whites in Onslow County have 

so intimidated the Colored People that they will not dare to vote and that many 

of them were prevented from registering on account of threats if they did so.”

John M. Foote, Bureau agent at Plymouth, complained that intimidation of 

voters trying to register was widespread in Martin County. At Clinton and 

Sampson County, conservatives broke up Republican meetings and threatened 

the freedpeople with knives. The post commander at Goldsboro, Lieutenant 

Colonel Edward H. Hinks, sent detachments of troops to deal with the disorder 

and replaced the police chief in Beaufort County. At New Bern a conservative 

election official was arrested for punching a Republican.13

In the west of the Old North State political tensions were just as 

pronounced as in the east. The Bureau agent at Charlotte, T.O. McAlpine 

recorded a “serious political riot... between the two political organizations known 

as the Republicans and Conservatives” on April 7, 1868. McAlpine commented 

that the “riot was of such a character... the Civil Authorities were totally unable 

to suppress it.” A magistrate had tried to intervene and “quell” the disturbance,

12 Journal of the Constitutional Convention, p. 238; Mabry, The Negro in North Carolina, p. 11; Bradley, 
Bluecoats& Tar Heels, pp. 181-82.
13 “Complaint of Sandy Jones, Apr. 13, 1868,” Roll 76, BRFAL-NC (M1909); “Complaint of 
Jackson Fare, Apr. 20, 1868,” Roll 76, BRFAL-NC (M1909); J. Foote to T. Cranford, Apr. 16, 
1868, Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 182.
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but was “struck... beaten” and forced into “a hasty retreat.” The excitement 

caused by the state elections was according to McAlpine “very great.” As “a 

preventative measure” the agent suggested stationing “half a company of Infantry 

with a commissioned officer” in the sub-district until the elections had passed.14

General Canby was anxious to head off any trouble and issued General 

Orders No. 61. This forewarned any parties intent on preventing the casting of 

ballots that punishment would follow. If there was evidence of malpractice or 

interference in any precinct, Canby was adamant that the polls would reopen 

there. Bureau officials and the army were appointed as ‘military commissioners’ 

to ensure that voting passed off peacefully. Around the time of the election the 

Ku Klux Klan emerged in the state. In its formative stages Allen Trelease 

maintains that the Klan was “relatively nonviolent.” Instead it employed 

psychological terrorism. In late March a lone horseman “having the appearance 

of a skeleton” had appeared in Wilmington. He “made a rapid circuit of the 

Negro and white working-class neighborhoods” and stopped at one house to 

drink 4 buckets of water. The horseman claimed that he had not tasted water 

since he had died at Fort Fisher in 1865. Similar intimidation took place across 

the state before the election as the Klan spread out through North Carolina. At 

Charlotte and Statesville in the west, the organization paraded in “fantastic 

costumes” and insulted politicians.1'

The Klan was confident that through nonviolent intimidation they could 

secure the defeat of the constitution and strengthen the conservative position. On 

Election Day the Republican Party, however, triumphed. Across the board the 

Republican stance was backed. The new constitution received 93 084 votes in 

favor, to 74 015 votes opposed. William Woods Holden won the Governorship of 

the state. In a mirror of the decision on the constitution he defeated the 

conservative candidate Thomas S. Ashe 92 235 to 73 593 votes. The Republican 

Party swept all the state offices and won a comfortable majority in both houses of 

the General Assembly. The margin of victory and the endorsement given to the

14 T. McAlpine to J. Bomford, Apr. 10, 1868, Roll 7, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
15 In January 1865, the Union Army captured Fort Fisher. The Fort was integral to the 
Confederate defense of Wilmington. Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 182-84; Trelease, White 
Terror, p. 70.
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constitution was much slimmer than the vote for the convention in November 

1867. This owed to the Fourth Reconstruction Act passed on March 11, 1868. 

Gone now were the polling restrictions placed on ex-Confederates, consequently 

conservatives were able to get out a much stronger vote. The electoral turnout 

was high, 84 per cent of the registered voters cast their ballot. The military 

presence at polling stations and in remote areas had aided the democratic 

process.16

In the east of the state the Freedmen’s Bureau was inundated with 

complaints of voter harassment. Freedman William Howard stated to the agency 

in Wilmington that a white man William Grift'had threatened his life, should he 

exercise his vote. Howard explained that Griff was a known “Ku Klux.” The 

freedman paid no attention to the threats and voted. He was stopped that night 

and met by “two men with blacked faces and white hands.” They asked the black 

man “what ticket he had voted.” When Howard told them that he voted for the 

Republicans “[the] men then said ‘we are out for this business, to beat every one 

of you like hell.’” Howard recognized the voice of Griff as he worked under 

him.17

Griff was not alone as an employer in ‘disciplining’ his employees for 

voting Republican. Allan Rutherford noted at the end of April 1868 that a “large 

number of Freedmen [in the Southern District] have been discharged from 

Employment for having voted the Union ticket at the late Election.” John Foote, 

agent at Plymouth investigated an employer, John W. Sessoms, for discharging 5 

men for attending the election. Sessoms was the owner of a large fishery at 

Coleraine, Bertie County. He let his employees go when they cast their ballot on 

April 20. According to Bureau man, A. W. Fisher, a number of freedpeople in 

Bladen County “working land upon shares” were “refused further credit for 

provisions by the land owners” for voting “the Republican ticket.” Fisher noted 

that the refusal of credit was aimed at forcing the former slaves off the land. 

Owner of one of the United States’ largest turpentine distilleries, and former 

mayor of Wilmington, Adrian Van Bokkelen, discharged African-American,

16 Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 184; Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 242; Congressional Globe, 
40 Cong., 2 Sess., p. 41.
17 “Complaint of William Howard, April 23, 1868,” Roll 76, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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Edward Green, for voting Republican. White men who voted against the 

conservatives were also harassed. Joel Reavez complained to the Bureau in 

Wilmington that “he was intimidated and prevented from voting at the late 

Election.” Reavez stated that “threats were made openly... that any white man 

who voted the Republican ticket” would face death and claimed that “for some 

time past he [was] persecuted on account of his Union sentiment.”18

The accounts of physical intimidation and discharging of laborers were 

relayed to General Canby. As Military Commander over the state, the General 

ordered follow-up investigations in some cases. In others he disregarded them as 

nothing more than “trivial.” At Wilmington intimidation of Republican voters, 

was widespread and was an ominous portent of the brutal tactics that 

conservatives would later employ to strip African-Americans of political power. 

The election was nevertheless considered a triumph for Reconstruction, Mark 

Bradley argues that “Canby could pronounce the election a success.” The former 

slaves had successfully repelled the Wilmington Klan at the election. Drilled by 

the Union Leagues, blacks patrolled the streets of the city with guns and fence 

rails, after four nights of confrontation “they had ended the career of the Ku Klux 

Klan in Wilmington.” The freedpeople had won a considerable victory. Yet 

Conservatives demonstrated willingness and the capability to employ rough 

tactics to achieve political ends. As Steve Hahn writes “political power in the 

Reconstruction South grew out of the barrel of a gun.” The successful passage of 

North Carolina’s new constitution was not an end in itself. The election had 

proven that a federal presence was required in the South for a time to come.19

18 “Report of the Condition of Freedmen, and the Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau, in the 
Southern District of North Carolina under the charge of Allan Rutherford, for the Month ending 
April 30th 1868,” Roll 73, BRFAL-NC (Ml909); J. Foote to Hinke, May 20, 1868, Roll 48, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909); A. Fisher to A. Rutherford, May 11, 1868, Roll 71, BRFAL-NC (M1909); 
“Complaint of Edward Green, April 23, 1868,” Roll 76, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
19 The black majority in Wilmington ensured that African-Americans maintained an audible 
political voice in the years following the collapse of Reconstruction. By 1898, however, the 
Democratic Party “had turned white solidarity into a litmus test of manhood and honor.” Eager 
to banish black political representation, the Democrats employed threat, intimidation and murder 
to defeat political opponents and take control of the state. At the 1898 state elections, the 
Democrats bloody campaign culminated with the ‘Wilmington Race Riot,’ and the death of circa 
14 African-Americans. No one is sure of the total, 14, is the “most readily confirmed” figure. 
Black voting rights ceased after this date and the Jim Crow social order took over. Timothy B. 
Tyson and David S. Cecelski, “Introduction.” David S. Cecelski and Timothy B. Tyson, eds., 
Democracy Betrayed: The Wilmington Race Riot and Its Legacy. (Chapel Hill, 1998), pp. 4-6; Canby
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At this time in Washington, President Andrew Johnson was enduring the 

ignominy of an Impeachment trial. Congress and the President had locked horns 

for the past two years and in early 1868 this came to an unprecedented head. In 

late 1867 Johnson’s encouragement of southerners opposed to Reconstruction 

had riled Congress. As had his replacement of Military Commanders in the South 

with more conservative leaning Generals. Johnson’s replacing Sickles with Canby 

in the Tar Heel State was a prime example of this. The final straw for Congress 

was the President’s removal of Edward Stanton as Secretary of War, on February 

21, 1868. The legislature was appalled. The Senate resolved that the President 

had no right to suspend the Secretary. The reaction in the House of 

Representatives “was even more impassioned.” Pennsylvanian representative 

John Covode “offered a motion to impeach the president of high crimes and 

misdemeanors.” Covode’s resolution passed the House by “a strict party vote” of 

128 to 47. For the first time in the history of the United States the President 

would face an impeachment trial.211

The trial began on March 30, 1868 and lasted until May. Throughout, 

proceedings were followed avidly. The verdict on Johnson’s guilt was reached in 

the Senate on May 16, in front of a packed gallery. Long “before the senators 

drifted in, not a seat was to be had.” All Democrats and conservatives voted ‘not 

guilty,’ most Republicans deemed the President ‘guilty.’ Seven of the Republican 

rank, however, voted for Johnson’s acquittal. This was enough to exonerate the 

President. A two-thirds majority was required for impeachment; the final result 

was 35 to 19, one vote shy of the needed majority. Johnson’s opponents were 

despondent.21

The President’s victory was a hollow one. Congressional Reconstruction 

was still in its infancy and it was not clear how and when this would end. 

Johnson’s vindication did not enable the President to resume control of federal 

policy. As commander in chief Andrew Johnson was bound to abide by the will 

of Congress. The Presidential power to veto remained, however, Congress

cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 185; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, p. 185; McKee 
Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, pp. 63-102; Hahn, A Nation under Our Feet, pp. 282-83.
20 Foner, Reconstruction, p. 333-34; Trefousse, Andrew Johnson, pp. 313-15.
21 Ibid., pp. 316-26.
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habitually overrode Johnson’s wishes. Furthermore the Senate frustrated the 

President’s choice of appointments on numerous occasions. The impeachment 

trial signified, what was already apparent, Johnson’s conciliation of defeated 

southerners was over. Across the South the former Confederate states were 

passing new constitutions as required by Congress and seeking readmission."

Before North Carolina could return to the Union, the state was required to 

ratify the Fourteenth Amendment. On May 15, newly elected Governor, William 

Holden, issued a call for North Carolina’s General Assembly to convene at 

Raleigh on July 1, so that the legislature could perform this task. Congress needed 

to remove the office-holding disabilities on many of those elected in April, before 

the Assembly could sit. General Canby thus wrote to Ulysses S. Grant (Stanton’s 

replacement as Secretary of War) explaining that the legislature could not meet 

unless Congress moved on this. Canby outlined that Governor Holden, the 

Lieutenant Governor and numerous General Assembly members were currently 

precluded. At the end of June Congress acted (under the direction of Stanton, 

back as Secretary of War) and over 700 Republicans in the Old North State had 

their disabilities removed. Congress approved the new Tar Heel constitution and 

awaited the General Assembly’s ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment.23

North Carolina’s Chief Justice, Richard M. Pearson took the oath of office 

on June 29, then conferred this on Holden to usher in the new state government. 

Outgoing Governor, Jonathan Worth, aimed a parting shot at the new 

administration when he left the post. Worth claimed that “military duress” had 

forced him from office. To spite Holden, the conservative Governor made 

appointments as he left the office. General Canby declared these void, allowing 

Holden a free hand in this process. On July 3, the legislature ratified the 

Fourteenth Amendment. Canby thus informed Governor Holden that military 

authority was lifted in North Carolina. Post commanders now relinquished their 

authority, though General Canby stated that the United States army remained on 

stand-by if needed.24

22 Ibid., p. 335.
23 Harris, William Woods Holden, pp. 244; Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 190.
24 Ibid.
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July 4, 1868, was a “banner day for Holden and North Carolina 

Republicans.” Raleigh’s Independence Day celebrations were fused with the new 

Governor’s inauguration. The Festivities began with a procession and culminated 

with Holden’s inaugural address delivered in front of a crowd 5,000 strong. 

Holden delivered an address that William Harris claimed was “both well- 

reasoned and well-received.” The Old North State was not as complimentary. The 

conservative newspaper commented that “the regime... had themselves installed 

by the Military beforehand.” According to the paper, an “air of ridiculosity” 

characterized the speech with “Negroes here, negroes there, negroes everywhere, 

shouting loud and smelling still louder.” It claimed that Holden’s “very long 

inaugural address” was summed up by the phrase “Nobody but Rads for office.”25

Holden informed the assembled crowd that the “Great Rebellion” was 

now over. He then proclaimed that the Union “has been preserved not only on its 

former basis of liberty for one race,” but that liberty was now “for the whole 

people, of whatever origin, color or former condition.” The equality of African 

Americans was according to the Governor a prerequisite for the new political 

order. It was also necessary for stability, “Four millions of human beings who 

have once tasted the blessings of freedom, would not surrender those blessings 

without a struggle, they would find powerful friends here and elsewhere in the 

country. Greater calamities and sufferings than those endured by our people in 

the late rebellion would come upon us with such a struggle, but the result though 

long delayed, would not be doubtful. Liberty for all would again triumph.” 

Governor Holden implored Tar Heel citizens to put their faith in the new 

constitution and the rule of law. For he argued, “there can be no peace without 

law, and there can be no efficacy in law without obedience. The law is over all. 

The poor and the humble should be protected to as full an extent as others. They 

need more than others this protection. Every one must be free to use what is his 

own... and to enjoy the fruits of his labor; to speak freely his sentiments and to

25 Harris, William Woods Holden, pp. 244-45; The Old North State, July 7, 1868.

180



vote as he pleases, and not to be injured or questioned by any one for doing any 

of these things.”26

Congress admitted the Tar Heel representatives on July 6, 1868, and with 

this the Old North State had rejoined the Union. North Carolina was not alone in 

its readmission at this time. Six other states had also passed amenable 

constitutions and ratified the Fourteenth Amendment: the “Republicanization of 

the South had begun very' successfully.” During the same month that these states 

were rejoining the Union, Congress enacted legislation that would discontinue 

the work of the Freedmen’s Bureau. After initially prolonging the life of the 

federal body, Congress changed its mind and legislated that the body would 

effectively cease at the end of 1868.27

George Bentley indicates that the Radical Republicans in Washington 

hoped to use the uncertain future of the Bureau as a political tool for the 

upcoming Presidential election. Republicans were unsure how the party would 

perform in the readmitted states. It was felt that continuation of the agency might 

prove the deciding factor “between victory and defeat.” If the Republicans could 

push through the legislation to maintain the Bureau’s presence in the South, it 

was anticipated the former slaves would rally to the Republican cause in the 

November polls. Thus the Radicals originally sought another yearlong extension 

of the Freedmen’s Bureau.28

Oliver Otis Howard believed that the body should continue. In December 

1867 the Commissioner had ordered the discharging of all Bureau officials (with 

the exception of school superintendents) in Kentucky, Maryland, Tennessee and 

West Virginia. Such was the furore that this order provoked amongst 

subordinates, the Commissioner bowed to pressure and revoked it. Howard was 

now convinced that the Freedmen’s Bureau should stay in the South until all state 

governments were ‘reconstructed’ and “in practical operation.” Massachusetts

26 Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 245\ “Inaugural Address of Gov. W.W. Holden, Delivered in 
Capitol Square, Raleigh, July 4th, 1868.” State of North Carolina, Executive and Legislative 
Documents, 1868, (Raleigh, 1869), pp. 1-4; William W. Holden, Memoirs of W. W. Holden. The John 
Lawson Monographs of the Trinity College Historical Society Durham, North Carolina vol. 11. 
(Durham, 1911), pp. 99-100.
27 Bentley, A History, p. 199.
28 Ibid., p. 200.
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Congressman, Thomas D. Eliot also garnered opinions on the continuation of the 

Bureau. On December 9, 1867, he issued a circular letter requesting opinion on 

whether the agency should continue. The response was resounding in its approval 

for the Bureau’s work to date and in its affirmation that the federal body should 

remain in the South.29

William MacFarland agent at Rockingham, Richmond County was 

adamant that the federal government should continue the Bureau. MacFarland 

claimed that the freedpeople and whites “generally in this Sub Division have 

often expressed their opinion before me since the sitting of the present congress 

that if the Freedmens [sic] Bureau is not continued... a deplorable condition of 

things will be the result.” The Bureau agent maintained that former slaves 

appreciated the body because it “protects them in their rights and holds out 

inducements for them to improve their condition both mentally and morally.” 

Without the federal agency “their [the freedpeople] rights would be denied them 

by the civil authorities.” MacFarland noted that whites in his sub-district were 

particularly impressed by the Freedmen’s Bureau. He claimed that whites felt the 

agency acted as a restraining measure on the excesses of the former slaves. 

MacFarland stated “The whites claim that while the Bureau is in existence the 

freedmen are under influence that is proving beneficial to themselves as well as to 

society at large, while to discontinue the Bureau the freedmen will fall back into 

barbarism and a reign of terror would be the result.” The agent concluded his 

correspondence noting “I believe that to discontinue the bureau will retard 

reconstruction and plunge the Government into deeper trouble and double 

expense on that account than to continue it for a longer period.”30

MacFarland’s testimony deviates from the accepted narrative that white 

southerners hated and resisted the reach of the Freedmen’s Bureau. In his sub

district MacFarland had noted that white citizens respected and valued the work 

of the federal body. According to the agent whites hailed the restraining and 

‘civilizing’ influence of the Bureau. The claim that the Bureau benefited white

29 Thomas D. Eliot was a Radical Republican. He served as chairman of the House of 
Representatives Committee, which reported on the Freedmen’s Bureau bill during the Civil War. 
Ibid., p. 200.
30 W. MacFarland to J. Chur, Jan. 11, 1868, Roll 54, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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southerners demonstrates the conservative leanings of the body. The Freedmen’s 

Bureau was pushing the former slaves back onto the plantations. Landowners and 

planters were appreciative of this as they craved a steady supply of cheap labor.

The historiography of the Freedmen’s Bureau stresses that the very 

presence of a Bureau agent was enough to provoke the ire of white southerners. 

This was undoubtedly true. Paul Cimbala informs us that in Georgia, Bureau 

agents and officers endured an “uneasy relationship” with their white neighbors 

who rejected the Bureau contract system. White southerners did not welcome 

federal involvement in plantation economy. The destruction of slavery and the 

realignment of the South along ‘free-labor’ lines were bitterly rejected by former 

masters. However the Bureau’s economic conservatism, which pushed the 

freedpeople back onto the plantations aided the economic hegemony of the late- 

slave owners. Efforts to “apply existing concepts of labor law relatively equally to 

both ex-slaves and ex-masters” were always constrained by the guiding principles 

of a body which aimed to restore the southern economy.31

Alabama’s Assistant Commissioner, General Oliver L. Shepherd was also 

convinced that the Freedmen’s Bureau should continue. Shepherd informed O.O. 

Howard that an effective Bureau was required for the upcoming harvest season. 

Shepherd considered the agency a “necessity” during the period that the crops 

were taken in. The Assistant Commissioner’s adamancy that the Freedmen’s 

Bureau was needed for a successful harvest indicates the conservative bent of the 

agency. As well as guarding the rights of the freedpeople in labor disputes, the 

Bureau was also there to ensure that the freedpeople performed their required 

labor. Thus allowing the smooth and productive harvest season.32

The federal presence in the South had always drawn resentment and 

conservatives naturally opposed any extension to the life of the Bureau. ‘Southern 

honor’ demanded it. For former Governor Jonathan Worth the end of occupation 

could not come quick enough. He believed that the South must rid itself of “the

31 Cimbala, Under the Guardianship, pp. 71, 157-65; James D. Schmidt, ‘“A Full-Fledged 
Government of Men’: Freedmen’s Bureau Labor Policy in South Carolina, 1865-1868.” Paul A. 
Cimbala and Randall M. Miller eds., The Freedmen's Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations. 
(New York, 1999), p. 237.
32 Shepherd cited in Bentley, A History, p. 200.
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miserable set of jackasses, from Generals down to the Freedmen’s Bureau men.” 

The cost of the agency was held up as another reason for its withdrawal. Eber B. 

Ward, a conservative Republican and President of the American Iron and Steel 

Association, complained that the Bureau was part of the government’s “rivers of 

waste.” He stated that “it ought to be abolished at once, and the cost of 

maintenance saved to the country.”33

Radical Republicans were, however, determined in July 1868 to extend 

the life of the Freedmen’s Bureau once again. On July 6, the same day that North 

Carolinian representatives were permitted to enter Congress, a bill was passed 

extending the life of the agency for another year. The bill included a clause that 

the Secretary of War would “discontinue the operations of the bureau in any 

State wherever such State shall be fully restored in its constitutional relations with 

the government of the United States, unless, upon advising with the 

commissioner of the bureau, and upon full consideration of the condition of 

freedmen’s affairs in such State, the Secretary of War shall be of the opinion that 

the further continuation of the bureau shall be necessary.”34

Passing this legislation at the same time North Carolina and other states 

were readmitted to the Union was problematic. After meeting the requirements to 

fully rejoin the United States, conservatives could argue that under the terms of 

the law, there was no reason for the Bureau to remain in these states.

Furthermore President Johnson had successfully negotiated his impeachment trial 

and there was concern that he would now infringe upon the body. Rumors 

circulated that he was ready to replace O.O. Howard as Commissioner and pack 

the agency with overtly conservative agents. Radical Republicans in Congress 

acted to bolster the position of Howard and secured the immediate future of the 

agency in the readmitted states. However they also set an earlier end date for the 

Bureau throughout the South.35

On July 25, 1868, over the veto of Johnson, Congress passed the second 

Bureau bill in a month. The President had claimed that the new bill interfered

33 Worth cited in Elliot, Color-Blind Justice, p. 120; Ward cited in Bentley, A History, p. 201.
34 George P. Sanger, The Statutes at Large, Treaties, and Proclamations, of the United States of America: 
From December 1867, to March 1869 Vol. XV. (Boston, 1869), p. 83.
35 Bentley, A History, p. 202.
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“with the appointing powers conferred by the Constitution upon the Executive,” 

but to no avail. The bill stated that “the duties and power of Commissioner of 

[the Freedmen’s Bureau] shall continue to be discharged by the present 

Commissioner.” The second part of the legislation stated that Howard would “on 

the first day of January next, cause the said bureau to be withdrawn from the 

several States within which [it] has acted and its operations discontinued.” Only 

two activities of the agency would remain. The educational remit of the body and 

“the collection and payment of moneys due the soldiers, sailors and marines, or 

their heirs.” The vast agency established in March 1865 was all-but concluding 

operations at the end of 1868.36

Just as southern states were normalizing relations with Washington the 

Freedmen’s Bureau was preparing to leave the South. Within a month of 

Congress accepting North Carolina’s new constitution and readmitting the state 

to the Union, the national government (directed by the Radical Republicans) had 

indicated that the South no longer required stringent federal oversight. 

Washington considered the Freedmen’s Bureau’s job effectively complete.

The agency was departing the South despite the poverty and destitution 

that still existed. In the Old North State agents and officials complained that the 

poor of both races continued to suffer for want of food. In the summer of 1868 

Charles Dodge at Edenton indicated that the scarcity of provisions was “keenly 

felt.” Dodge claimed that “extreme suffering” would only “increase as the 

summer” advanced. The agent also stated that the County authorities shirked 

responsibility “where they can avoid it.” At New Bern the majority of inhabitants 

were considered poor and wholly unable of providing for their families. Many 

were so “entirely destitute” that it was feared without assistance they would die 

from starvation. In May, Bureau official, Stephen Moore, maintained that in 

Jones County “the destitution [was] greater there than it has been at any time 

since the close of the war.” Moore added that the destitute of Jones and 

neighboring Craven County descended “in swarms” upon the offices of the 

Bureau begging food. Richard Dillon, agent in charge of the sub-district of

36 United States, Journal of the Senate of the United States of America, Being the Second Session of the 
Fortieth Congress. (Washington, 1868), pp. 759-760.
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Beaufort, explained that the aged and infirm still required assistance of the 

Bureau. He maintained that the counties in “their depressed financial condition” 

were unable to provide for them. John M. Foote at Plymouth was greatly worried 

by the freedpeople’s inability to purchase necessary medicines.” Foote feared that 

without adequate medical support for the former slaves “there will undoubtedly 

be considerable suffering.” The freedpeople and poor whites were still mired in 

poverty after the war and required assistance. This was not a consideration for 

legislators in Washington. As far as the federal government was concerned the 

south was regaining economic stability and the Freedmen’s Bureau had served its 

purpose.37

The recent state elections had demonstrated that a fragile peace existed. If 

former slaves dared defy the creed of white supremacy they were met with violent 

repression. In June 1868, a month before Congress legislated to end the Bureau 

Lieutenant A.W. M'Killip, agent at the Halifax implored that a military 

deployment was required at his sub-district. McKillip maintained that there was 

still a “disposition on the part of a great many white men to oppress the 

Freedmen.” If the military were not placed throughout his sub-district to restrain 

conservative whites, the agent maintained that lives of the freedpeople would 

remain under threat. The advice of Freedmen’s Bureau agents like McKillip made 

little impact on a Congress that sat hundreds of miles away in Washington D.C. 

The Ku Klux Klan were establishing throughout the South during 1868 and the 

threat to the former slaves was if anything increasing, yet the federal government 

deemed it best policy to take the agency out of service.38

Even after it was clear Washington intended to withdraw the federal 

presence from the South, Freedmen’s Bureau officials still called on the army for 

support. In September 1868, Richard Dillon, now stationed at Fayetteville spoke

37 C. Dodge to J. Chur, May 30, 1868, Roll 6, BRFAL-NC (M1909); S. Moore to J. Chur, May 
25, 1868, Roll 34, BRFAL-NC (M1909); S. Moore to J. Chur, July 9, 1868, Roll 34, BRFAL-NC 
(M1909); “Semimonthly and Trimonthly Statistical Reports Relating to Operations and 
Conditions of the Freedmen, Dec. 1865 - Feb. 1868, Report of the Condition of the Freedmen, 
and the Operations of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the Sub Dist of Beaufort of the Eastern District 
N.C., Commanded by Richard Dillon, for the month of February 1868,” Roll 6, BRFAL-NC 
(Ml909); J. Foote to J. Chur, Apr. 11, 1868, Roll 48, BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
38 “Monthly report of Lt A W McKillip VRC Asst Sub Asst Commissioner for the Sub Division of 
Halifax N.C. for the month ending June 25th 1868,” Roll 77, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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of “the great necessity of stationing in this town a company of troops, for the 

purpose of securing to every man the full protection of the law guaranteed to 

every man.” He claimed this owed to a “spirit of Lawlessness” that prevented 

citizens from expressing their “honest opinions” and pushed many “particularly 

the Freedmen” to leave the town. Such requests were futile after the July 25, 

legislation. Within a matter of months the national government, in the guise of 

the Freedmen’s Bureau, was leaving the South.39

The agency in the Tar Heel State began to wind down operations in the 

late summer of 1868. On August 19, the state’s Assistant Commissioner, Nelson 

A. Miles, ordered officials to end arbitrating in black and white disputes. The 

workload was then passed to civil authorities. In October Miles passed the reins 

of the body to Jacob F. Chur, as the Bureau continued to reduce its presence. In 

the Old North State the Bureau carried on past the January 1, 1869, termination. 

Governor William Holden encouraged the agency to prolong activities and it was 

not until May 1869 that the Bureau offices in North Carolina ended. From the 

time that the end date for the agency was known, the effectiveness of the body 

was compromised. Agents, freedpeople, and whites were all aware that the 

Bureau was concluding operations and this constrained the ability of the agency 

to function with authority.411

Despite the Bureau’s retrenchment, diligent agents like Allan Rutherford 

maintained their concern for the welfare of all citizens. In September 1868, 

Rutherford corresponded with newly installed Assistant Commissioner, Jacob 

Chur, over the distribution of the “arrival of and distribution of large quantities of 

arms” at Wilmington. The agent learned that the guns were “received by the 

Democratic club of this City.” As soon as Rutherford became aware of the matter 

he instigated an investigation to inform the Bureau hierarchy. The Democrats 

imported the weaponry ahead of the November 1868 Presidential elections. 

During the coming fall elections Bureau agents anticipated trouble. Writing from 

Wadesboro, William MacFarland informed Jacob Chur that “I apprehend much 

difficulty & trouble this coming fall will result from the proceedings of

39 R. Dillon to N. Miles, Sept. 21, 1868, Roll 12, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
40 Bradley, Bluecoats & Tarheels, p. 192; Harris, William Woods Holden, p. 260.
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unprincipled politicians in this Sub District.” MacFarland also predicted that 

employers would again discharge laborers if they had the audacity to vote the 

Republican ticket.41

William Doherty, agent at Elizabeth City, commented that the recent 

Republican victory in April’s state level elections “had the effect of exciting the 

rage & hatred of the old slave-holding aristocracy.” He was pessimistic about 

North Carolina’s stability during the up-coming elections and justifiably so. The 

Ku Klux Klan had a visible presence throughout the campaign, terrorizing 

freedpeople and white Republicans. In Granville County, a black woman was 

shot and several other black citizens were whipped. In Halifax County the Klan 

targeted prominent members of the African-American community. A black 

justice of the peace, John H. Everitt was shot, forcing him to flee the state at the 

earliest opportunity. Governor Holden was appalled by these events and 

requested the presence of federal troops. This was, however, rejected by Major 

General George G. Meade, Military Commander of the South.42

Without the intervention of federal forces, the Klan could strike “with 

impunity” in North Carolina. The former Assistant Commissioner of the Bureau 

in North Carolina, now Commander of the District of North Carolina, Nelson A. 

Miles remonstrated with Meade over his refusal to deploy troops. Meade at first 

rejected Miles’ concerns outright. However, as more information on the 

Democrats importing weapons into Wilmington came to light, federal troops 

were stationed throughout the Old North State. The deployment of federal troops 

allowed Election Day in North Carolina to pass off relatively peacefully. Only at 

Asheville (where no federal troops were stationed) was there major trouble. Here 

Conservative supporters “fired into a crowd of unarmed blacks near Buncombe 

County courthouse.” One man was killed and eight wounded. The riot 

“underscored the necessity for federal soldiers to deter lawlessness in North 

Carolina.”43

41 A. Rutherford to J. Chur, Oct. 6, 1868, Roll 67, BRFAL-NC (M1909); W. MacFarland to J. 
Chur, July 24, 1868, Roll 54, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
42 Doherty cited in Bradley, Bluecoats & Tar Heels, pp. 199-201.
43 Ibid., pp. 202-204.
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In the relative peace, the Republican Party managed to carry the day in 

North Carolina (and nationally for that matter). Ulysses S. Grant secured a vote 

of 95 939 in the state against the 84 560 who plumped for the Democrat’s 

candidate Horatio Seymour. Governor Holden was exultant in victory. A 

celebration was held in the state-capitol Raleigh, with a “torchlight procession, 

public meeting, fireworks &c. Many buildings were illuminated, and much 

enthusiasm was manifested.” The Republican triumph was in Holden’s words 

grounded “so securely on the principles of Freedom and Justice that hereafter we 

may fear nothing.” Holden even had a message for the Klan, “The truth is” he 

exclaimed “we were never afraid of them here in North Carolina.” The Governor 

directed part of his message to the freedpeople of the state. He asserted that the 

electoral victory “for the first time” gave “practical assurances” of their freedom. 

If Grant had not won, Holden predicted conservatives would have overrun the 

former slaves and reduced them to peonage and serfdom “with no substantial 

rights as citizens.”44

To Holden the national Republican victory and the success of the party in 

North Carolina suggested that Reconstruction was almost a fait accompli. After the 

election was concluded General Miles withdrew the soldiers stationed throughout 

the state. Though Bureau agents like T. O. McAlpine of Charlotte warned “that 

the state of feeling... is such that it would be unwise and dangerous to remove the 

troops now stationed here,” the federal resolve for retrenchment was firm. The 

national government did not want troops remaining on duty throughout the 

South and for that matter they did not want the Freedmen’s Bureau lingering 

either. The Klan was about to step up its violence aimed at “restoring traditional 

rulers to power and defending established property interests against the threat of 

democracy.” The “guardian and friend” of the former slaves was retreating from 

service at the same time.4"

Ohioan carpetbagger Albion Tourgee had described the Freedmen’s 

Bureau as the “guardian and friend” of the former slaves in his fictional account

44 Ibid., p. 204; New York Times, Nov. 13, 1868; William Holden cited in Harris, William Woods 
Holden, p. 253.
45 McAlpine cited in Bradley, Bluecoats& Tar Heels, p. 205; Otto Olsen, “Introduction.” Albion W. 
Tourgee, The Invisible Empire. (Baton Rouge, 1989), p. 8; Tourgee, Bricks Without Straw, p. 41.
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of North Carolina during Reconstruction, Bricks Without Straws (1888). This novel 

was a “sequel of sorts” to Tourgee’s most famous literary representation of 

Reconstruction A Fool’s Errand: By One of the Fools (1879). Bricks Without Straw was 

written from the perspective of the freedpeople. The story explores the 

relationship between African-American preacher Eliab Hill and New England 

teacher Mollie Ainslie. Under Ainslie’s instruction Hill is educated to become 

teacher for the freedpeople. Although the novel is critical of the white 

carpetbaggers and their relationship with the former slaves, the comment on the 

Freedmen’s Bureau is glowing. Tourgee maintained the agency “prohibited the 

law’s barbarity, and insisted stubbornly that the freedman was a man, and must 

be treated as such.”46

Writing almost two decades after the agency was withdrawn from the 

South, Tourgee claimed that perhaps “there was never any more galling and 

hated badge of defeat imposed upon a conquered people” than the Bureau. The 

novelist commented that after its removal the reputation of the body was greatly 

damaged. “In these later days... [it was] thought to have been a terrible engine of 

oppression and terror and infamy.” This owed he claimed to the “denunciations 

which the former slave-owners heaped upon it.” Such was the “infamy” of the 

agency, “that now there [was] hardly a corner of the land in which a man can be 

found brave enough to confess that he wore the uniform and performed the duties 

of an agent of the ‘Freedmen’s Bureau.’”47

Bricks Without Straw like other contemporary literature of the body stresses 

the strained relationship between the Bureau and white southerners. Republican 

satirist David Ross Locke writing under the adopted pseudonym Petroleum 

Vesuvius Nasby made political comment and criticisms of the South during the 

Civil War and Reconstruction. Locke’s character Nasby complained that the 

“Infamous Bureau” had a negative impact on the freedpeople. Nasby’s prose 

were written in dialect and the fictional character maintained “When they wuz 

slaves, [he] never knowed em to refooze to work” for one could stand over them 

with “a nigger whip.” The establishment of the “Nigger Burow” had changed

46 Ibid., p. 41; Elliot, Color-Blind Justice, pp. 153-55.
47 Tourgee, Bricks Without Straw, p. 106-07.
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everything. Nasby claimed that the Bureau always acted in favor of the 

freedpeople and laughed in the face of employers.48

The fictional Democrat drew attention to one employer, Colonel Abslum 

Podgers who resided just outside of Raleigh. Podgers was a gentleman of “the old 

skool” and lived in luxurious elegance with a plantation of 1 500 acres. Before the 

war the colonel owned “200 niggers.” After the war and with the Bureau in place 

Podgers complained that there was great difficulty in getting the freedpeople to 

resume laboring. The freedmen rejected payment at a rate of $4 per month and 

when the freedwomen refused resumption of their former conditions Nasby 

commented that “things looked serious.” The satirist writing with hindsight 

explained that Podgers was ultimately successful in the “subdooin uv em, and 

bringing em back to ther normal condishun.” The Bureau had, however, stood as 

a defender of the freedpeople in the immediate years after the war, acting like 

Tourgee contended as a “guardian and friend” of the former slaves.49

As a Republican polemicist Locke employed the satirical outbursts of 

Nasby to ridicule southern antipathy to the work of Reconstruction. In the 

conservative southern mindset the Freedmen’s Bureau was hated because it 

challenged white supremacy. The establishment of the agency after the war was 

too much to bear for white conservatives. Northern Republicans like Locke and 

Tourgee were right to stress the annoyance that the agency provoked. Former 

Confederate and southern propagandist General Daniel Harvey Hill was 

withering of the Bureau. Hill was an “unreconstructed rebel” who published a 

monthly magazine from Charlotte, The Land We Love. The publication reflected 

on the “past glories” of the Confederacy and commented on the present 

‘ignominy’ of Reconstruction. The Bureau was described as a “school of 

corruption” and the men who served with it as “vultures.” The magazine asked 

“What is the Freedmen’s Bureau but a great thieving concern”? White southern

48 David Ross Locke was born in New York. During the Civil War his fictional creation 
Petroleum V. Nasby “ridiculed Northern fears of Negro immigration and equality.” After the war 
Locke continued the character to satirize racism and promote equality. Benjamin, P. Thomas, 
“Lincoln’s Humor: An Analysis.” Papers of the Abraham Lincoln Association 3, (1981), p. 44; John 
M. Harrison, The Man Who Made Nasby, David Ross Locke. (Chapel Hill, 1969); David R. Locke, 
The Struggle (Social, Financial and Political) of Petroleum V. Nasby. (Boston, 1872), p. 282.
49 Ibid., p. 371.
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conservatives like Hill could not wait for the Freedmen’s Bureau to leave the 

South.50

Hill would agree with Tourgee that the Bureau was a “guardian and 

friend” of the former slaves. This description overstates what the Bureau really 

was. Ultimately the Freedmen’s Bureau had pushed the freedpeople back onto 

the sites of their labor during slavery. The Freedmen’s Bureau under General 

Howard was more concerned with restarting the southern economy than acting as 

“guardian and friend” to the former slaves. A “guardian and friend” would have 

acted in the interests of the freedpeople. Instead an obsession with revitalizing the 

southern labor force on the cheap dictated the agency’s course.

Like Tourgee, Sidney Andrews had characterized the Bureau as the 

“Black man’s next friend.” Both were wrong in their assessment, the behavior of 

the agency was not that friendly. A friend would have taken more interest in the 

welfare of the former slaves than the agency did. In the summer of 1868 T. O. 

McAlpine corresponded with the Bureau hierarchy in the state over the 

destitution that remained prevalent three years after the war’s conclusion. The 

agent hoped that more could be achieved for some of the poor and destitute. 

However he added “I do not forget that there are thousands of poor people Black 

and White especially of the latter class in this Sub-District, who have scarcely 

enough to eat to keep their liver in their bodies, and wherein a stranger pressing 

through the country would take to be on the brink of starvation, but I submit that 

it would be worse than folly to attempt to better their condition by issuing them 

provisions, for the reason that these people have always been on the verge of 

starvation, and if we should support them from now... they would be just as poor 

a week after.” A “guardian and friend” would have looked after those it was sent 

to serve better than that.51

50 Marguerite Gilstrap, “Daniel Harvey Hill, Southern Propagandist.” The Arkansas Historical 
Quarterly!, no. 1 (Mar., 1943), pp. 47-48; Daniel H. Hill, The Land We Love: A Monthly Magazine 
Devoted to Literature, Military History, and Agriculture Volume V, May-October, 1867-68. (Charlotte, 
1868), pp. 94, 274, 534.
51 Andrews, The South Since the War, p. 85; T. McAlpine to J. Chur, May 25, 1868, Roll 7, 
BRFAL-NC (Ml909).
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In the immediate postwar years the Freedmen’s Bureau represented the 

point at which Washington intersected with southern society. The potential of the 

body was huge. A former slave like Alfred Stokes of Wilkes County North 

Carolina had the power via the Bureau to petition Washington for a better 

standard of living. As the agency was winding up in 1868 Stokes wrote to O.O. 

Howard requesting funding for better educational provision in his County. “Sir, I 

am a colored man and latly [sic] a slave but managed in former days to learn to 

read & write a little... I am summoned by a large number of People of [my] race, 

who are nearly all utterly unlearned, and their children are growing up in the 

same condition. I have made every possible exertion since we became free to get a 

school established for blacks in Wilkes County but has so far failed: owing to the 

great poverty of my people & the fact that I have so far failed in all my efforts to 

get aid from abroad. The black people here want to educate their children but 

have not the means.” Shortly after Stokes penned the letter, the Freedmen’s 

Bureau had all but ended in the Old North State, (though the educational 

outreach of the body lasted until 1872). The aspirations of freedpeople like Stokes 

were frustrated and the former slaves would face Redemption. A “guardian and 

friend” would have listened to the freedpeople and would have made a better job 

of reconstructing the South.52

The Freedmen’s Bureau’s conservatism played into the hands of white 

supremacist southerners. The federal agency had not attempted to alter the social 

landscape in the former Confederacy. When the Bureau left the South the 

freedpeople suffered for the want of oversight. Without a federal presence the 

excesses of white conservatives were challenged less and less. The conservative 

leaning of the Freedmen’s Bureau was directly to blame for this. The agency did 

not aim for a root and branch Reconstruction of southern society. When the 

Freedmen’s Bureau left Dixie it had placed the former slaves back on the 

plantations, and had not secured their welfare. The agency’s last full year in the 

Old North State demonstrated the need for the body to remain but the federal 

government was committed to bringing the Freedmen’s Bureau out of the South.

52 A. Stokes to O. Howard, Jan. 23, 1868, Roll 65, BRFAL-NC (M1909).
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The agency’s lasting and most telling impact on the ‘New South’ was its return of 

the former slaves to the plantations.
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Conclusion

Prior to the Civil War the future of the South’s slave population was not of 

great concern for the federal government. Even at the outbreak of hostilities 

Washington proved reluctant to harness the potential of four million enslaved 

people in the war effort. Postwar Reconstruction policy was therefore not bound 

by a commitment to a thorough social reordering of the southern states. This 

impacted upon the performance of the federally established Freedmen’s Bureau. 

Instead of interest in the welfare of the former slaves, Washington was more 

concerned with a quick resumption of the southern economy. The national debt 

had spiraled during the war and the Republican government was anxious to 

restart industry as soon as possible. The fixation with regaining economic stability 

drove a conservative Reconstruction policy and ultimately entrenched a 

restraining Freedmen’s Bureau. North Carolina’s first Assistant Commissioner 

Colonel Eliphalet Whittlesey used the terminology of revolution in his opening 

circular, however, the revolution that the Freedmen’s Bureau promoted was 

decidedly conservative.

Oliver Otis Howard maintained from the outset that the agency’s “first 

business” was that of labor regulation. This did not, however, put the interests of 

the laboring class first. Instead the Commissioner’s preoccupation with setting the 

“wheels of industry... in motion” (i.e. restarting the southern economy) ensured 

that the Freedmen’s Bureau pushed the former slaves back onto the plantations. 

North Carolina’s ‘radical’ Assistant Commissioner, Colonel Whittlesey was just 

as fixated on maintaining a stable cheap labor force. Whittlesey couched appeals 

for employer restraint by urging white planters not to “drive from the state its real 

wealth - its productive labor.” Former masters thus benefitted from the 

conservative bent of the body.1

1 New York Times, Aug. 20, 1865; Howard, Autobiography II, p. 362; “Circular No. 1, July 1, 
1865,” Roll 20, BRFAL-NC (M843).
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The very presence of the federal agency in the South after the war was 

enough to provoke the outrage of these former masters. Their indignation has 

ensured that Bureau historiography overstates the agency’s concern for the 

welfare of the former slaves. The Freedmen’s Bureau was bestowed with 

unprecedented potential to transform the southern states, but the body was more 

concerned with economic stability than social change. Cimbala’s assertion that 

the Bureau did not intend to leave behind a “subservient black population” 

misrepresents the intentions of the Bureau.2

The agency’s efforts to implement ‘free-labor’ were misguided. This was 

wholly incompatible with a society emerging from slavery. Faith was misplaced 

in the market place, and the freedpeople were given little chance of successfully 

transitioning out of slavery. Even Bureau-maintained contracts were weighted 

heavily in favor of employers. The overt conservative leanings of agents like 

Colonel Clinton Cilley in the west of North Carolina further held back the former 

slaves. Cilley actively sought compromise with planters and employers, and 

gauged his own performance by white acceptance. On the other hand Bureau 

officials who followed up on labor disputes found their ability constrained by the 

toothless federal machinery and the quick resumption of civil authority. The rapid 

demobilization of the US Army and Johnson’s prosecution of Presidential 

Reconstruction, in the immediate postwar years, ensured that the agency’s 

authority was always questioned.

The workload of the Freedmen’s Bureau was considerably bigger than the 

resources afforded the body. There were never enough men on duty in the 

agency, therefore the ability to effect substantive change was compromised. 

Bureau agents struggled to cope with the demands that this placed on them, with 

barely enough money to support the body’s presence in the South. As disease 

ravaged the poor of both races the Freedmen’s Bureau was overwhelmed and 

proved unable to help in the majority of cases. Similarly the Bureau’s record of 

provision during the crop failures of 1866-67 was distinctly unimpressive. The 

overarching conservatism of nineteenth century laissez-faire ideals dictated that 

the agency held back on welfare even when the freedpeople were in desperate

2 Cimbala, Under the Guardianship of the Nation, p. xviii.
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need. General Howard set Bureau policy on ration provision from Washington 

and took little notice of the reports from field officers. Agents in eastern North 

Carolina pleaded with the Commissioner for more provisions in late 1867 but to 

no avail. The obsession with getting former slaves off ration lists determined that 

the agency was more concerned with saving money than with saving lives.

The Freedmen’s Bureau was further constrained by the actions of a hostile 

President. Andrew Johnson held to the creed of white supremacy and opposed 

the agency on numerous occasions. His establishment of a federal report into the 

running of the Bureau was disastrous for the credibility of the body in the Tar 

Heel State and cost Eli Whittlesey his position as Assistant Commissioner. 

Ultimately Johnson’s slurs were not enough to prevent Congress from extending 

the life of the Bureau on two separate occasions. Yet even when the Radicals took 

the reins of Reconstruction form the President, the Freedmen’s Bureau was 

constrained in its action. The Commanders of Military Reconstruction in the Old 

North State impinged and undermined upon the Bureau’s authority on several 

occasions.

Not every agent in service of the Freedmen’s Bureau was shackled by the 

conservatism of the body. Allan Rutherford on duty at Wilmington served the 

freedpeople of the city with diligence and consideration for their welfare. 

Rutherford’s stance was dangerous given the levels of everyday violence in the 

immediate postwar period. Violence was the primary tactic used to control the 

former slaves in the aftermath of their emancipation. By challenging the position 

of conservative whites an agent like Rutherford made himself a target. 

Rutherford’s stand against Wilmington’s racist mayor, Adrian Van Bokkelen, 

was principled and aided the former slaves against the excesses of a partisan 

police force. Without the presence of the federal army the positioning of an agent 

like Rutherford was weakened. Reconstruction was a bloody peace and 

manpower was required to ‘police’ the South. The Freedmen’s Bureau was 

deprived of this and the authority of the body was critically undermined. Officials 

like Allan Rutherford stood isolated and unable to protect the former slaves.

Rutherford was not alone as a Bureau agent in confronting the excesses of 

white conservatives, however, it should be remembered the agency’s conservative
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framework directly advantaged the status quo. It was therefore unsurprising that 

an agent like H. H. Foster at Duplin County openly admitted a close working 

relationship with former Confederates, only one year after the end of hostilities. 

The outlook of a northern Bureau officials was often little different to that of 

white southerners. It is little wonder then that agent Charles Wickersham 

petitioned his superiors requesting that the former slaves were stripped of the right 

to posses a firearm and that Bureau officials urged restraint when field hands 

violently reacted against unfair employers and civil authorities. The former slaves 

required a proactive Freedmen’s Bureau what they received was a restraining 

federal agency.

Superficially Reconstruction in North Carolina was succeeding when 

Congress decided to take the Freedmen’s Bureau out of Dixie. The Old North 

State had in place a progressive constitution and Governor William Holden 

proclaimed there was now “Liberty for all.” Substantive change toward a more 

egalitarian society, required an extended federal presence and a greater 

commitment from Washington. Those in charge of the Freedmen’s Bureau were 

more concerned with restarting the southern economy than reorganizing society. 

Thus the federal agency had served its purpose when it left the South in 1869.3

Washington intersected the South via the Freedmen’s Bureau. The 

potential of the agency was huge, yet the performance of the body was 

disappointing. The Bureau had returned the former slaves back to the plantations 

where they labored in bondage. As agent William MacFarland at Rockingham 

claimed, many whites were happy with the job of the agency. For in the words of 

the agent the Bureau had prevented the freedpeople from falling “back into 

barbarism.” The Freedmen’s Bureau was not the “guardian and friend” of the 

freedpeople that Albion Tourgee maintained it was. The Freedmen’s Bureau was 

a conservative and restraining influence upon the South, that bolstered the status 

quo.4

3 State of North Carolina, Executive and Legislative Documents, 1868, pp. 1-4.
4 W. MacFarland to J. Chur, Jan. 11, 1868, Roll 54, BRFAL-NC (M1909); Albion W. Tourgee, 
Bricks Without Straw. (New York, 1880), p. 41.
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