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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores one of the forgotten characters of Reconstruction and
African American history: the black child. It begins with the experiences of young black
Tennesseans during slavery and the Civil War. then examines their lives after freedom
within and outside the family and in schools, and ends with an account of their memory
of Reconstruction.

During Reconstruction, black children’s lives were affected daily by the
ideological conflict among {recdmen, white Southerners, Bureau agents, and Northern
missionaries. By and large slave children had experienced a childhood—thanks to the
efforts of slave parents in sustaining family bonds. Yet after the tumultuous change and
violence of civil war they wondered what the future held for them. Although black
parents struggled mightily after freedom to form secure and protective environments,
many children could not live in the ideal nuclear family imagined by freedmen, agents,
and missionaries, for defiant ex-Confederates and Conservatives, and even Bureau
policies and bureaucratic red tape, prevented many from enjoying the benefits of a truly
independent family. Apprenticeships with whites sometimes provided the best living
conditions for orphans and for children of single mothers, who struggled to make ends
meet. Many apprentices’ lives were little different than in slavery, but now they relied on
the federal government to intervene on their behalt and learned values and trades in
preparation for an independent adulthood. Sabbath schools, Bureau and missionary day
schools, and the public schools provided the best preparation, however. Educators taught
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not only the threc R’s but the religious and Victorian values and civic duties they
believed would make black children free.

Reconstruction was in many ways a continuation of the Civil War; black children
were in the middle of this postwar ideological conflict, for what beliefs and practices the
children adopted would detcrmine, in part, the success or failure of Reconstruction. This
first free generation of African Americans is thus an integral part not only of the

Reconstruction story but also of the American experience.



PREFACE

While much has been written about the American Civil War, comparatively little
has been written about the war’s immediate aftermath: Reconstruction. In the last two
decades, the number of Reconstruction studies has increased, but few deal with the
complicated history of Tennessee from 1865 to 1870. And hardly anything has been
written about children during that time.'

This dissertation explores one of the forgotten characters of Reconstruction and
African American history: the black child. Some histories have included accounts of
young freedmen when examining the black family, labor relations, or schools during
Reconstruction, but none presents a comprehensive story. This study begins with the

experiences of black children of Tennessee during slavery and the Civil War, then delves

" On wartime Tennessee, see Stephen V. Ash, Middle Tennessee Society Transformed,

1860-1870: War and Peace in the Upper South (Baton Rouge, 1988); Noel C. Fisher, War

at Every Door: Partisan Politics and Guerilla Violence in East Tennessee, 1860-1869

(Chapel Hill, 1997); Robert Tracy McKenzie, One South or Many?: Plantation Belt and

Upcountry in Civil War-Era Tennessee (Cambridge, 1994); and John Cimprich, Slavery’s

End in Tennessee (Tuscaloosa, 1986). For a good overview of Civil War-era Tennessee,

see Paul H. Bergeron, Stephen V. Ash, and Jeanette Keith, Tennesseans and Their

History (Knoxville, 1999).
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into their lives within and outside the family during Reconstruction, and ends with a brief
. . . . . . Rl
examination of their memory ot Reconstruction.

It is more than the retelling of black children’s experiences, however. It is
intended to fill a gap in our understanding of Reconstruction Tennessee and national
Reconstruction. In doing so. it enlarges our knowledge of race relations, the roles of
Northern missionaries and Freedmen’s Bureau agents, the slaves’ transition to freedom,

and economic and labor conditions in the post-Civil War South.”

* No in-depth study of black children during Reconstruction has ever been published.
Some general accounts of American childhood, however, touch on the subject. See

Steven Mintz, Huck's Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, 2004); and

Joseph M. Hawes and N. Ray Hiner. eds., American Childhood: A Research Guide and

Historical Handbook (Westport, 1985). More research has been done on slave childhood.

Significant studies include Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Born in Bondage: Growing Up

Enslaved in the Antebellum South (Cambridge, 2000); and Wilma King, Stolen

Childhood: Slave Youth in Nineteenth-Century America (Bloomington, 1997).

* Although many works examine the operations of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen,
and Abandoned Lands, only one, Paul D. Phillips, “A History of the Freedmen’s Bureau
in Tennessee™ (Ph.D. diss., Vanderbilt University, 1964), is an in-depth study of the
agency in the Volunteer State. A much shorter account is Weymouth T. Jordan, “The
Freedmen’s Bureau in Tennessee,” East Tennessee Historical Society Publications 11

(1939): 47-61. Older yet usetul histories of the Bureau include Paul S. Pierce, The
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Freedmen's Bureau: A Chapter in the History of Reconstruction (lowa City, 1904); and

George R. Bentley. A History of the Frcedmen’s Bureau (Philadelphia, 1955). An

updated interpretation of the national Bureau by Paul Cimbala has been recently

publishcd: The Freedmen's Burcau: Reconstructing the American South after the Civil

War (Malabar, 2005). With Randall Miller, Cimbala has also co-edited an anthology that
illustrates the new direction of Bureau studies: Paul A. Cimbala and Randall Miller, eds..

The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstruction: Reconsiderations (New York. 1999);

Tennessee is the only state of the former Confederacy not listed in its index. There are,

however, several studies of state branches, including Martin Abbott, The Freedmen’s

Bureau in South Carolina, 1865-1872 (Chapel Hill, 1967); Howard A. White, The

Frecdmen’s Bureau in Louisiana (Baton Rouge. 1970); Barry A. Crouch, The Freedmen’s

Bureau and Black Texans (Austin, 1992); Randy Finley, From Slavery to Uncertain

Freedom: The Freedmen’s Bureau in Arkansas, 1865-1869 (Fayetteville, 1996); and Paul

A. Cimbala, Under the Guardianship of the Nation: The Freedmen’s Bureau and the

Reconstruction of Georgia, 1865-1870 (Athens, 1997). See also Claude F. Oubre, Forty

Acres and a Mule: The Freedmen’s Bureau and the Legal Rights of Blacks, 1865-1868

(Millwood, 1979), and Donald G. Nieman, ed., The Freedmen’s Bureau and Black

Freedom, Vol. Il of Donald G. Nieman. ed., African American Life in Post-Emancipation

South, 1861-1900: A Twelve-Volume Anthology of Scholarly Articles (New York,

1994).
Some essays examine the Bureau’s dealings with educational and family matters,

including Barry A. Crouch and Larry Madaris, “Reconstructing Black Families:
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.

Perspectives from the Texas Freedmen’s Bureau Records,”™ Prologue 18 (1986): 109-22:
Luther P. Jackson, “The Educational Efforts of the Freedmen’s Bureau and Aid Societies

of South Carolina, 1862-1872."" Journal of Negro History 8 (1923): 1-40; W. A. Low,

“The Freedmen’s Bureau and Education in Maryland,”™ Maryland Historical Magazine 47

(1952): 29-39; Mary J. Farmer. * ‘Because They Are Women’: Gender and the Virginia
Freedmen’s Bureau’s *War on Dependency,” ™ in Cimbala and Miller, eds., Freedmen’s
Bureau and Reconstruction. 161-92; and Rebecca Scott, “The Battle Over the Child:
Child Apprenticeship and the Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina,™ Prologue 10
(1978): 101-13.

Any account of Northern missionaries will invariably discuss the education of

freedmen. The most informative works about missionaries and the values they trumpeted

are Jacqueline Jones, Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern Teachers and Georgia Blacks

(Chapel Hill, 1980); Joe M. Richardson, Christian Reconstruction: The American

Missionary Association and Southern Blacks, 1861-1890 (Athens, 1986); Ronald

Butchart, Northern Schools, Southern Blacks, and Reconstruction: Freedmen’s

Education, 1862-1875 (Westport, 1980); Henry L. Swint, The Northern Teacher in the

South, 1862-1870 (Nashville, 1941); and Robert C. Morris, Reading, ‘Riting, and

Reconstruction: The Education of Freedmen in the South, 1861-1870 (Chicago, 1981).

Although underestimating the contributions of the Bureau, James D. Anderson, The

Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel Hill, 1988) nevertheless offers a

good account of blacks™ own educational efforts. A general survey of black education in

Reconstruction Tennessee can be found in Paul David Phillips, “Education of Blacks in



Tennessee during Reconstruction, 1865-1870.” in Carroll Van West, ed.. Trials and

Triumph: Essays in Tennessee’s African American History (Knoxville, 2002).

The most familiar work on the black tamily is Herbert G. Gutman, The Black

Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York, 1977). On black families during

Reconstruction specifically, sec Noralee Frankel, Freedom’s Women: Black Women and

Families in Civil War Era Mississippi (Bloomington, 1999); Peter Bardaglio,

Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex, and the Law in the Nineteenth-Century

South (Chapel Hill, 1995); Elizabeth Regosin, Freedom’s Promise: Ex-Slave Families

and Citizenship in the Age of Emancipation (Charlottesville, 2002); Leslie Schwalm, A

Hard Fight for We: Women'’s Transition from Slavery to Freedom in South Carolina

(Urbana, 1997); and Michelle A. Krowl, “For Better or Worse: Black Families and ‘the

State’ in Civil War Virginia™ in Catherine Clinton, ed., Southern Families at War:

Lovalty and Contlict in the Civil War South (Oxford, 2000), 35-57. See also Ira Berlin

and Leslie S. Rowland, Families and Freedom: A Documentary History of African-

American Kinship in the Civil War Era (New York, 1997) and Dylan Penningroth, The

Claims of Kinfolk: African American Property and Community in the Nineteenth-

Century South (Chapel Hill, 2003).
Many studies have examined Reconstruction politics and race relations in
Tennessee and the South as a whole. Although over a half-century old, Thomas B.

Alexander, Political Reconstruction in Tennessee. 1865-1872 (Nashville, 1950) and

James Welch Patton, Unionism and Reconstruction in Tennessee (Chapel Hill, 1934)

remain authoritative works. Another old work, E. Merton Coulter’s William G.



Brownlow: Fighting Parson of the Southern Highlands (Chapel Hill, 1937: reprint,

Knoxville, 1999) is an entertaining and informative account of onc of the most colorful

characters of the era. On the political idcas ol black Tennesseans, sec Alruthcus Ambush

Taylor, The Negro in Tennessee, 1865-1870 (Washington, D. C.. 1941). which also
provides leads for anyone researching any aspect of [rccdmen’s lives during that time.
For more on black political involvement in the Reconstruction South, see Howard N.

Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the Urban South, 1865-1890 (New York, 1978); Thomas

Holt, Black over White: Negro Political Leadership in South Carolina During

Reconstruction (Urbana, 1982): and Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The

Aftermath of Slavery (New York, 1979). Usetul overviews of the political and social

landscape of Reconstruction Tennessee arc in Paul H. Bergeron, Paths of the Past:

Tennessee, 1770-1970 (Knoxville, 1979), Bergeron, et al., Tennesseans and Their

History, and Lester Lamon, Blacks in Tennessee, 1791-1970 (Knoxville, 1981). For

accounts of Conservative violence in Reconstruction. see Allen W. Trelease, The Ku

Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction (New York. 1971); and George C.

Rable, But There Was No Peace: The Role of Violence in the Politics of Reconstruction

(Athens, 1984). For the beliels of Tennessee Conservatives, sec Fred Arthur Bailey,

Class and Tennessee’s Generation (Chapel Hill, 1987); and Paul D. Phillips, “White

Reaction to the Freedmen’s Bureau in Tennessee During Reconstruction, 1865-1870,”

Tennessee Historical Quarterly 46 (1987): 98-109. Taylor’s Negro in Tennessee and

Alexander’s Political Reconstruction also touch on Conservative ideology.
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Perhaps this topic has been neglected because it has some inherent ditficulties.
For one thing, the {reed people, and especially children, did not leave many written
records. Much of this study, therefore, is based on what Bureau agents, Northern
missionaries, and white Tennesseans said about young frecdmen. And even those
sources in many cases provide only fragmentary evidence. For another thing,
Tennessee’s enormous geographical diversity makes writing a narrative of all black

children there an even more complex task.
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CHAPTER 1
AN UNCERTAIN EMANCIPATION: BLACK CHILDREN AND THE

TRANSITION TO FREEDOM IN TENNESSEE

After the importation of slaves was outlawed in 1808, the number of slaves in the
United States grew rapidly, almost exclusively through natural reproduction. Many of
the antebellum “baby-boom generation™ of slaves lived through the tumultuous years of
the 1850s and the Civil War, and unlike those before them they would see their dream of
freedom come true. While much has been written about antcbellum slavery and the
wartime transition to freedom, little has been written about slave children’s experience
during that time. But without some understanding of that ¢ \perience, our knowledge of
the slave family. slave labor, the slave community, and the process of emancipation is
incomplete.

Before there was a Tennessee, slavery existed in the land that would become the
state. Slaves first came to the region during the mid-1700s. Working as fur trappers with
their white masters, they roamed the region, or they settled the land, working as farm
hands for white scttlers in present-day East Tennessee. Slavery was of only minor
economic importance until after 1790, however, when Tennessee attained territorial
status. When Tennessee achieved statehood in 1796, its constitution said nothing about

slavery, yet slavery existed.'

" Edward Michael McCormack, Slavery on the Tennessee Frontier (Nashville, 1977), 2-

3; Paul H. Bergeron, Stephen V. Ash, and Jeanette Keith, Tennesseans and Their History




The institution was well established in Middle Tennessee by the 1780s and in
West Tennessee by the 1820s. It expanded rapidly in both regions as cotton and tobacco
agriculture became profitable. The number of slaves in Tennessee increased dramatically
as the demand for their labor increased: from 3,417 in 1790, to about 82,000 in 1820, to
approximately 280,000 by 1860 (onc-fourth of the state’s population). This seventy-year
cxpansion contributed to the demographic and agricultural diversity of the state. In East
Tennessee, where in 1860 || percent of the population was black, there were mostly
small farms: Middle Tennessee, whose population was 29 percent black, had larger farms
that produced cotton and tobacco; in West Tennessee, where one-third (34 percent) of the
population was black, cotton plantations were a familiar sight. West Tennessee’s
Haywood and Fayette counties, in particular, were true plantation counties, similar to

many in the Deep South.”

(Knoxville, 1999); Caleb Perry Patterson, The Negro in Tennesseee, 1790-1865 (New

York, 1922; reprint, 1968), 9-10, 168.

Rkl . M
- Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 59-62, 212; Chase Mooney, Slavery in Tennessee

(Bloomington, 1957), 101-102, 115, 116-49; John Cimprich, Slavery’s End in Tennessee,

1861-1865 (University, 1985), 8-9: United States Department of the Interior, Census

Office, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860: Population, vol. | of 4 (Washington,

1864).
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Slavery in Tennessee, as a social and economic institution. was distinctive. There
was no planter hegemony of the sort that prevailed in the Lower South. Only 111
planters in 1860 had more than one hundred slaves (and only one of those lived in East
Tennessee); 77 percent of owners had [ewer than ten slaves. Of the approximately
280,000 slaves living in Tennessee by 1860, most lived with only one to ten other slaves,
working small tracts of land and performing a variety of tasks. Not all slaves worked on
farms or plantations, however: many lived in towns or worked in manufacturing
establishments.”

Moreover, not every black in Tennessee was a slave. By 1860 approximately
7,300 free blacks lived an anomalous life, somewhere between slavery and {reedom. The
few rights enjoyed by this small portion ol the population, including property ownership,
[reedom of mobility, and even male suffrage until 1834, were taken away or threatened as
whites worked to entrench the institution of slavery. The existence of {ree blacks
bothered many white Tennesseans. for it contradicted the notion that servitude was the
destined condition of blacks. After 1831 the Tennessee legislature encouraged free
blacks to leave the state, although an 1852 law allowed manumitted slaves to stay il they

had court-appointed trustees. Tennessee also enacted legislation in 1854 requiring [ree

* Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 62; Mooney, Slavery, 51-52, 86, 100, 116, 124. For an

argument that capitalist mind-set prevailed among small slaveholders, see James Oakes,

The Ruling Class: A History ol American Slaveholders (New York, 1982; reprint, 1998).




blacks to be sent to Africa. Although few if any emigrated, one thing was certain: by
1860 whites had effectively “closed the gates of society™ to free blacks.”

Slaves’ legal status likewise changed substantially after 1831, when the Nat
Turner slave rebellion in Virginia sent shock waves across the South. Before that time,
the frontier nature of the state made for more liberal slave codes: slaves hunted with guns.
had considerable freedom of mobility, and could negotiate the terms of their hiring-out
with their master. After 1831, as the state developed and white fear of slave revolts grew,
slaves were more restricted in their activities and faced harsher punishments.”

A tumultuous decade for the entire nation, the 1850s was a time when the
restriction of {ree and unfree blacks’ liberties helped entrench the institution of slavery in
Tennessee. A primary indicator of this was the revival of the interstate slave trade.

Although some whites transported slaves across state lines, the interstate slave trade was

* Stephen V. Ash, Middle Tennessee Society Transformed, 1860-1870: War and Peace in

the Upper South (Baton Rouge, 1988), 61-62; Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 159;

Mooney, Slavery, 77-78; Bergeron, Tennesseans, 124; Durwood Dunn, An Abolitionist

in the Appalachian South: Ezekiel Birdseve on Slavery, Capitalism. and Separate

Statehood in East Tennessee, 1841-1846 (Knoxville, 71-77).

S Mooney, Slavery, 19-21, 28; Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 12-36, 49-50; Kenneth

Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Antebellum South (New York, 1956),

137-38.



illegal in Tennessee from 1835 to 1855: but when lawmakers re-legalized the trade in
1855, Memphis and Nashville quickly became nexuses ol the trade. Now more than
ever, the stability of black families was in jeopardy. The revived trade helped drive the
average price of a slave from an average of $506 in 1850 to $854 in 1860. The price of
older children was often higher: at a sale in Lebanon adolescent boys averaged $1.406.
In 1856 the state strengthened patrol laws, creating a quasi police force. mostly consisting
of poorer whites, whose purpose was to capture absconding slaves and apprehend those
traveling without a pass. In 1856, when a slave uprising scare in Middle Tennessee drove
whites to the point of paranoia, the state decreed that black conspirators receive the death
penalty. By the time of the Civil War, the slave laws of Tennessee were detailed and
harsh, imposing severe punishments such as twenty lashes for carrying a gun without a
written pass and thirty-nine lashes for telling lies.”

No matter the time or location in Tennessee, whether in 1790 or 1859, in Newport
or in Memphis, a slave was considered under state law to be both chattel and human. A
slave could not own property. for he was property; he could not make contracts: he had
no political rights, no marital rights, and no legal control over his children. White

Southerners, however, acknowledged that blacks deserved certain basic protections, thus

0 Mooney, Slavery, 17-21, 27-29, 37. 39, 63: Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 25-58; The

War of Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Conlfederate

Armies 128 vols. (Washington, 1880-1901), Series Three. 4 (1): 332-35, hereinafter

cited as O. R.



creating a paradox. For instance, slaves could have a quasi-marital relationship, giving
legitimacy to their children: could be prosecuted as a criminal: and, eventually, had a
right to trial by jury. Needless to say. these “rights™ fell short of being inalienable, but
they were admissions of humanity and even legal personhood. As one Tennessee judge
recalled in 1868, “Slaves, although regarded as property and subject to many
restriction[s]. never were considered by the courts of this state as standing on the same
footing as horses, cattle, and other personal property.” The makers and interpreters of
law, in fact, recognized the divine origin of blacks and whites: “A Slave is not in the
condition of a horse or ox,” stated Justice Nathan Green in 1846. “He is made after the
image of the Creator.™’

For some time the moral question of bondage had bothered white Tennesseans.
Until the late antebellum era they were not unified on the slavery issue. During the 1820s
and 1830s, Tennessee ranked second in the nation in abolitionist activity, next to North
Carolina. Ezekiel Birdseye of Newport, for instance, condemned the violence endemic to
slavery, although he thought the institution in Tennessee more benign than in other states.
The influence of Birdseye and others—such as Presbyterian minister John Rankin,
founder of Washington and Tusculum colleges, and Benjamin Lundy, founder of the

newspaper The Genius of Universal Emancipation—made East Tennessee a center of

abolitionist activity in those years: the region contained one-fifth of the nation’s anti-

7 Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 56-57; Mooney, Slavery, 7-28; Stampp, Peculiar

Institution, 192-93.



slavery societies and one-sixth of the membership. In 1834, with pro-slavery sentiment
growing, the anti-slavery vanguard made an impressive clfort to abolish slavery by
petitioning the constitutional convention. but their proposed amendment never passed.
This defeat. along with the tightening of the slive code and the swelling of pro-slavery
sentiment in Tennessee’s churches. indicatcd that the state was on an irreversible course
to secure the existence of the “peculiar institution™ and crystallize racism.”

According to some older histories ol Tennessec slavery, there should not have
been much for abolitionists to complain about. Chasc Mooncy and Caleb Perry Patterson
insisted that slave life was generally tolerable for blacks in Tennessee: slaves lived
primarily on small farms, thus developing close relationships with masters; some slaves
were taught to read and write (Tennessee never had a law outlawing the education of
slaves); and there were tew “cruel masters’™ because the state bound owners to take
proper care of their slaves. These authors also assert that masters routinely manumitted
slaves, even when such practice was outlawed. and gave lighter punishments than

required by law.”

8 Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 125. 176-94, 197-98, 200-20 1; Dunn, Abolitionist in

the Appalachian South, 3-25.

? Dunn, Abolitionist in the Appalachian South, 67-86: Patterson, Negro in Tennessee,

62; Mooney, Slavery, 51-52, 86, 100, 116, 124.



Patterson and Mooney painted too rosy a picture of slavery, yet white paternalism
was indeed much in evidence in antebellum Tennessce. A willingness to keep the black
family intact was a characteristic of white paternalism, and slave family separation
occurred less often in Tennessce than in other slave states. Many scholars, including
Kenneth Stampp and John Blassingame, point out that Southern slaveholders fancied
themsclves benevolent parents. but the frequency of family separation gave the lie to their
claims. Other scholars, such as Ira Berlin and Leslie Rowland, assert that blacks subtly
persuaded otherwise greedy masters to be paternalistic and maintain black family ties.
And Barbara Jeanne Fields asserts that slave families in Maryland were separated
frequently because the state had few planters and thereby lacked a great number of
paternalists, who despite their racist presuppositions at least attempted to maintain slave
family stability. Neither of these arguments is altogether true for Tenncssee, for in a state
with few planters, the majority of slaveowners avoided separating the black family.
Large slave owners, such as Dr. James Hoggatt of Davidson County, also evinced a
paternalistic nature; they “rarely speculated or dealt in slaves as a matter of profit,”
claimed John McCline, a slave of Hoggatt. In a survey of 1,292 slave couples in Shelby,
Dyer, and Gibson counties, all located in the heavily slave-populated western region,
historian John Cimprich found that 298 (23 percent) were separated by sale. A study of
marriage certificates of former slaves in Tennessee, Louisiana, and Mississippi, reveals
that families in Tennessee had the best chance of family stability, with 27 percent

separated by sale (302 out of 1,123 couples). These statistics indicate that most blacks



(approximately three out of four) lived in stable families, yet the numbers are still

. . . . 10
appalling and indicate that separation by sale was not uncommon.

""" Stampp. Peculiar Institution. 162-63, 228-31, 322-30: John W. Blassingame, The

Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New York. 1972), 78-79,

86-90, 96-97: Ira Berlin and Leslie S. Rowland, eds., Families and Freedom: A

Documentary History of Kinship in the Civil War Era (Cambridge, 1997); Barbara

Jeanne Fields, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground: Maryland During the

Nineteenth Century (New Haven, 1985): John Cimprich. Slavery’s End, 10-11, 16;

Eugene D. Genovese, A Consuming Fire: The Fall of the Confederacy in the Mind of the

Christian South (Athens. 1998), 4-12: Jan Furman. ed., Slavery in the Clover Bottoms:

John McCline’s Narrative of His Life During Slavery and the Civil War (Knoxville,

1998), 20. See also Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White: Family and

Community in the Slave South (New York, 1996), Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan

Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York, 1974), and William Dusinberre, Slave

Master President: The Double Career of James Polk (Oxford. 2003), 23-32. In Concordia

Parish, Louisiana, Frecdmen’s Bureau agents found that 158 out of 540 couples (35
percent) were separated by sale. and in Adams County, Mississippi, 477 out of 1,225
couples (40 percent) were separated by sale. For another explanation of these statistics

and further sources concerning slave families, see Blassingame, Slave Community, 90-

94.
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Even if they were willing to separate slave children from their fathers, however,
many white Tennesseans had qualms about separating them from their mothers. Slave
children, under Tennessee law. belonged to the owner of the mother and many owners
refused to separate mother and child. Thus, some slave children never worried about
being sold from their mother: James Hoggatt never separated children and mothers,
claimed former slave John McCline."

Essentially nothing but his good will kept a Tennessee master from selling fathers
or mothers from children. Some children were separated not only from their fathers but
also from their mothers and siblings. William Gant relished the moments he had with his
parents during his entire childhood; however, he regretted not growing up with his
brothers and sisters, all of whom were “divided out.”™ At least he knew his parents and
siblings; some slaves, torn from their families during infancy, never did. Martha
Cunningham rememberecd that mothers were “sold from [their] babies. and babies sold
from their mothers.”™ Others had the memory of being separated from their family in a
piece-meal fashion that either made the emotional pain incremental and bearable or a
never-ending torture. For cxample, Annie Griegg and her sister were sold from their

mother for $100 each. Later, Annie was separated from her sister.'

' Stampp, Peculiar Institution, 246-47: Furman, Slavery in the Clover Bottoms, 16;

Patterson, Negro in Tennessee, 53-55: Fayetteville Observer, 19 Mar. 1863.

2 George Rawick, The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, 40 volumes to

date (Westport, 1972-), 9A:11-13, 7A:45-47, 4A:113-17.
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Even families not scparated by sale sometimes lived apart. The process of hiring-
out took parents away from their children, or vice versa. for days, weeks, or even months.
An idle slave was a liability to the master, so often after harvest time he would hire out
his slaves to artisans or manulacturers, enabling him to make money off their labor year-
round. Many children thus lived in what they considered separated families, because
their parents resided in diffcrent households: their father seemcd more like a visitor than a
parent."

Many masters not only separated slave families but also ignored slave protection
laws. Only three cases ol master abuse were adjudicated in the history of Tennessee,
certainly not because masters were rarely cruel, but because only thrice was someone
bold enough to press charges. As historian Durwood Dunn reminds us, if what Ezekiel
Birdseye saw was prevalent—the burning of a slave in Cocke County—Tennessee was a
more violent place for slaves than some have believed."

Many children undoubtedly were too naive to understand the full implications of
such barbarism. At some point in their young life, children commonly saw an overseer or

master whipping another black. the most common punishment during slavery. Others

" Ibid., 8A:324-28.
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saw more grisly scenes: slaves clubbed senseless or tied over a barrel and lashed until
their backs were a bloody mess. Some even saw their parents beaten. But many parents,
according to J. W. Loguen, an escaped slave from Tennessee, kept children ignorant of
such violence. Even when children saw a bloody and bruised slave, they knew not what
to think. They were only told that one day they would know."

Such gruesome experiences have led some historians to conclude that slave
children had no childhood, that it was stolen by whites. But such incidents were not
everyday occurrences. And recent scholarship overlooks the naivete of children and the
ability of the black family to help provide a childhood. Furthermore, only by today’s
standards of child-rearing do slave children seem to have a stolen childhood. Children
today are expected to attend school, not work full-time. And today’s children have a
period of adolcscence—a transition from childhood to adulthood that includes recreation,
experimentation, and chances to make mistakes. Also children are expected to receive a
certain level of nutrition today that was almost impossible for any social class in

yesteryear.'*

5 .
"> Jermain Wesley Loguen, The Rev. J. W. Loguen, As a Slave and As a Freeman. A
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Long after slavery, many freedmen retaincd fond memories of their younger
years. As Frederick Douglass, a former Maryland slave, recalled, “The first seven to
cight years of a slave boy’s life are about as full of sweet content as those most favored
and petted white children. . .. Freed from all restraint, the slave boy can be. in his life and
conduct, a genuine boy, doing whatever his boyish nature suggests.™ Children in
Tennessee had similar experiences. In Davidson County, James Loguen’s “first ten
years” were a time of freedom: he was well fed and “suffered no treatment that hinted™ he
was a slave. Although generally less idyllic. slave children’s lives were markedly
diflerent from that of older slaves, their work-load lighter, their punishment less harsh.
Many slaves furthermore became aware of their caste and their bondage only when they
emerged from childhood. Loguen noted that in their first decade slave children were
unaware of many things and unable to {reely understand their situation cven if they tried.
Such children had, as one historian puts it. a “blurred vision of bondage.™"’

In late antebellum Tennessee, many black two-parent homes functioned like a
nuclear family. This structure was only possible, of course, for slaves whose masters did
not divide their families. Liza Jones of Jackson lived in such a family, luckily avoiding
the painful separation that many of her peers endured. Examples like Liza’s were not
uncommon. William Gant of Bedford County, for instance, enjoyed the company of his
parents throughout his childhood. So did William Davis, who bragged that his immediate

family, living near Kingston, was larger than his master’s. He was also proud, no doubt.

7 Blassingame, Slave Community, 95-96; Loguen, Rev. J. W. Loguen, 29.




becausc his family carved out a niche of liberty in an unfree world. Becausc his parents
were given much control over everyday family affairs, William and his four brothers and
three sisters lived more like free people.'”

Many two-parent families, however, operated sometimes like a one-parent family
because the father belonged to a different master and could visit his family only
occasionally. Nevertheless, many parents separated in this way maintained a stable
family life and considered themselves a couple. When allowed, Drucilla Marten’s father,
of Giles County, made one-day visits every week or two. Children could still be
separated from committed parents, however, even if both lived on the same plantation.
As a young child, John Day of Dayton cried when his father, Alfred, was sold.
Thankfully, John’s master had a heart affected by a boy’s tears. Stricken with guilt, he
repurchased Alfred and reunited parent and child. Few such incidents had a happy
ending like this one, however. 1

Two-parent households best provided children with parental role models and the
close attention they craved. Within the nuclear family they learned morality and cultural
values. Expressions of love for their parents reveal that slave families and households
were enclaves that sheltered vulnerable youths in some respects from the horrors of

slavery. Children cherished their parents for their unconditional love, prayers,
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companionship, and guidance and respected them for their mettle. Children enjoyed
learning how to work from their mothers and fathers—even during the days of slavery.
Emmett Beal loved doing houschold chores with his mother: she taught him valuable
lessons on how to keep away flies while churning butter. From her mother, who
constantly cleaned the house and checked her for dirt. Drucilla Marten learned the virtue
of cleanliness. Slave children were especially proud ol their father’s supplemental
provisioning of the family, achieved by selling garden produce or homemade craft items.
Boys particularly admired their fathers and wanted to emulate them. William Day
acquired his work ethic from his father, whom he considered the most industrious and
honest laborer he ever knew. Bell Williams bragged that his father was not only literate
but learned, a man who read the Bible from beginning to end every year and served the
slave community as a preacher and moral exemplar. James Loguen recalled fathers
taking sons hunting and fishing and laughing about their adventures afterwards.*’
Although children desired parental guidance and expected parental punishment,
they resented parental abuse. An angry, confused, distraught, and sad ten-year old. Zek
Brown ran away not from his master, who never beat him, but from his mother, who beat

him with a rawhide whip. His home, his refuge from the world, had turned into a fearful
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place, and he respondcd by running away. What Zek no doubt wanted was a parent-child
relationship like that which John Day and Bell Williams en_ioyed.ZI

The most important factors in creating a slave childhood, then, were the vitality of
the black family and the determination of black parents, even when living apart, to
provide a nurturing environment for their children. In spite of all odds, most slaves
experienced a stable family life. And even when orphaned by death or by sale, most
children matured in an atmosphere of love and developed a sense of belonging not only
to a family but also to a Community.22

Whatever the household arrangements of slave children, they identified with and
participated in the slave community. Slaves were, of course, members of a broader,
biracial community wherever they lived, but their racial sub-community was what
mattered more to them: there they found solace, formed strong bonds through work,
leisure, and informal rituals, and secured a measure of autonomy. Black children looked
forward to shucking corn, pulling flax, and making quilts with other blacks at after-

harvest festivals and attending weekly get-togethers in the slave quarters, where they
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lcarned to dance and watched as adults enjoyed recreation or participated in prayer
meetings. During holidays, slaves customarily prepared themselves a feast. On
Christmas morning, the more fortunate slave children found stockings hanging. from
which they pulled small gifts given to them by their extended family. Children were
embraced by the slave community during difficult times as well. When their parents
were sold away or died, orphans found substitute parents within the slave community.
Children saw charitable slaves helping out less able ones in the ficlds and heard them
praying for each other and for God’s blessing when troubles and afflictions arose. Such
fellowship, in good times and bad, fostered a tight-knit community among slaves: within
it, children learned wisdom through folk tales and songs and developed an individual
personality when playing with others in unsupervised activities.”*

For many children deprived of parents by death, abandonment, or sale, the slave
community was an extended family that thwarted the theft of childhood. Other female
adults commonly assisted mothers in their maternal duties when they had to work. Such

women also cared for orphaned children. In Davidson County, John McCline's mother
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died when he was two, and his father lived in an adjacent county; these circumstances
forced him to live with his grandmother, who remained on Dr. James Hoggatt’s
plantation in Davidson County. Some substitute families, however, did not always fully
meet the needs of young slaves. Annie Young of Sumner County lamented that she had
“no mother, no father, nobody to lead . . ., teach .. ., or tell” her anything. She lived with
anyone willing to house and feed her, doing “what they did™ and what they asked of her.
Annie yearned for what many other children had.”

Slave children knew the meaning of hard work yet made time for friends and for
leisure activities. Although insisting that he did not have “a lazy bone™ in his body,
William Gant played his fiddle every day, and thought constantly of music while working
in the field. He and others looked forward all week to unwinding at the Saturday night
dance, where they wore theirbest clothes and frolicked late into the evening. Some
children spent free time learning how to read. One was reported to have sneaked into the
woods to practice spelling: after being caught by his master, he had to find another way
to learn. Others found it more interesting to get into mischiet. Maggie Broyles would
secretly unlock her master’s attic door to steal whisky, taking frequent nips from a ten-

gallon drum. One time she went too far, drinking so much that it gave her a “chill” and
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made her sick. Other children enjoyed working in their parents’ garden. playing games,
fishing. or hunting: John McCline particularly looked forward to angling for catfish.”

Slaves found recreation in the church house, too, as well as spiritual food.
Religion was important to children, as it was to the whole slave community. By the
nineteenth century, much of slave life revolved around the black church, which provided
its members with not only spiritual sustenance but also activities, instruction, and
leadership opportunities. Many slaves lived a double religious life, presenting a reverent,
orderly manner of worship in public while worshipping charismatically in private. Butin
nineteenth-century Tennessee, a land filled with Baptists, Methodists, and Cumberland
Presbyterians, whites and blacks generally worshipped similarly. Slaves had more in
common with white Baptists and Methodists than white Baptists and Methodists had with
white Catholics, Episcopalians, and Reformed Presbyterians. Religion was often a means
of subtle resistance by slaves; they expressed political sentiments hidden within religious
ones. Many interpreted Christianity as a theology of liberation that contradicted the

teachings of whites who insisted that the Bible endorsed slavery.™
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Church services also offered children a respite from work and opportunities to
improve themselves. They respected literate black preachers and aspired to one day be
able to read the Bible as they did. After working all week under white supervision, many
felt uninhibited at church, singing boisterously and moving their bodies rhythmically.
Many. especially house slaves, enjoyed attending church with whites. In some churches
a spiritual bond unified the races: “*Niggers and whites shouted alike,” remembered one
slave. In other churches, slaves acted cautiously because whites attended the services
looking for signs of insurrection.”’

Through work and play and religion slave children found out who they were,
acquired a sense of community, and experienced a genuine childhood. But not all slave
children had the same encounters and workload. An individual’s childhood depended on
many factors. Domestic and field slaves related differently to whites and had contrasting
work requirements, for example, and boys and girls experienced slavery differently.

House slave children, in many cases, essentially had white parents. They lived in

the whites’ house and participated in many of their activities, and thus formed a close
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bond with them. Many masters provided for their house slaves as generously as they did
for their own children, although some slave children no doubt felt like a pet instead of a
family member. Many considered themselves white until they learned they were *“a
nigger.” Laura Redmoun relished the attention of her white mistress, who always
defended her when the master threatened punishment. Consequently, Laura “had never
been hit a lick in her life.”™ Because she frequently enjoyed house amenities and
associated with whites, she considered herself a part of the family and was shocked to
learn otherwise. Another house girl named Liza Jones, affectionately known as Cookie,
respected her mistress, “a good old Christian woman.” She followed her everywhere,
including church, and did almost everything with her, including spinning cotton. She
tried to impress her mistress and win her approval as a child does with a parent. She, too,
must have been surprised to learn that her blackness kept her apart from the family
circle.™

House slaves interacted daily with white children and received benefits that field
hands might never get. These domestic slaves understood that their lives were different
from the lives of those in the field. “I didn’t have it as hard as some of the children in the
quarters,” remembered Harriet Cheatham. If they did get dirt under their fingernails, it
was from working in the vegetable garden under the generally lenient guidance of their

white mistress. These children lived in the masters’ home and enjoyed sleeping by the
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fireplace with their quilts on cold nights. Some slept with white children until their late
teen years and did almost everything with whites, from going to church to eating meals.
It was not unheard of for house slaves, like Maggie Pinkard. to be taught the three R’s by
the master’s children. Some slaves acquired additional education by overhearing the
master and mistress and their guests discussing literature, music. or politics.
Furthermore, many house slaves were privy to the most intimate secrets of the white
family. Such interaction with the white family obscured some children’s *“vision of
bondage.” blinding them to the cruelties of it.”

Despite such benefits and amenities, these children in some ways had it harder
than field slaves. They were always under the scrutiny of whites. Work could be
demanded of them anytime, day or night. And what was done for recreation often turned
into work, for masters knew the talents of their slaves and required them at times.
Maggie Pinkard, for example, was ordered to entertain her master’s guests with her
singing.m

Field slaves worked harder than house slaves and envied their comfortable
circumstances. The daily routine of field slaves was punctuated by the sound of bells.

On hearing the morning work bell, they trudged out to the tields with farming tools in
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hand. At noon, another bell signaled them to halt work and eat dinner, after which they
resumed their toil and kept at it until dusk. Their work was grueling, but it was
apportioned by age. For instance, a boy of twelve might be expected to do one quarter of
aman’s labor. Nevertheless, some field children, recalled one former slave, “had it
might[y] hard.”™ Not all children’s labor was devoted to the crops. At age ten, Mary
Divine stacked bricks, so others could carry them. Other tasks of children included
tending livestock, feeding chickens, preserving meat, and making soup. Nor could field
slaves hope to rest after the harvest; many were hircd out to other whites during the off-
season, some of them to work in non-agricultural jobs in which they learncd new skills."'
The diet of field slaves depended on the generosity and prosperity of their owner.
By today’s standards, most slave children were malnourished. One indication of this is
that they were much shorter on average than children today. In some cases this
nutritional deprivation began very early in the slave child’s life: some masters required
female slaves to work in the field shortly after child birth, which interfercd with
breastfecding (now known to enhance a child’s health and growth). A child’s growth

. . 32
also depended on the amount of meat the master provided.
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Field slaves, however, had one precious commodity denied to house slaves: time
away from whites, after sundown and on Sundays. Some enjoyed even more time away
from white control, for on the larger plantations children too young to work were
commonly tended by an older slave woman in what amounted to a day-care center. On
other plantations, until turning twelve, small children worked for black drivers. After a
hard day’s work, older slave children enjoyed relaxing with their parents and extended
family. With all of this association with blacks, many field children no doubt felt more
connected to the slave community than did house children.™

Gender was also a powerful force in the life of slave children. Boys and girls on
Tennessee plantations probably had experiences similar to those across the Lower South,
as revealed by historical research. Girls started working earlier than boys and until age
seventeen or so were generally more productive (probably because females physically
mature faster than males). By the age of seven, 53 percent of girls and 44 percent of boys

had started working. On plantations, 50 percent of males and 21 percent of females
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worked regularly as field hands. Children normally performed the same jobs as their
parents, girls assuming their mother’s work and boys their father’s. Only males learned
the trades: blacksmithing and masonry, for example. Most females performed domestic
duties, such as nannying or cleaning. Gender also affected male and female children in
areas other than work. One gitl, for instance, fled from her master because he made
sexual advances toward her. but he eventually caught her and “made her have him™; she
was forced to continue the relationship to avoid punishment, and in time she bore a
number of “nearly white™ children.™

Not a few children had a white father, most commonly their master or overseer.
At some point in their lives, slave children became aware of miscegenation, observing
that some among them had “brown skin™ and others had “bright” skin. Darker children
also noticed that their light-skinned friends were in many cases treated better than others
and were usually house slaves. According to one darker slave, “None of [the light-
skinned] were ever sold.”™ Yet some mulatto children experienced the same difficulties as
their darker peers. In an unusual instance, Maggie Broyles, whose Irish-born father was a
hired man on the farm, suffered the same fate as those whose slave parents were sold.
Maggie’s father left her mother to “marry”™ someone from another plantation. In most

cases, lighter skinned children knew that their pigmentation brought certain benefits, so
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they associated. and sometimes identified. with whites to separate themselves from the
dark world of sluvery.35

Moreover, some whites acted in such a paternalistic way that it threatened the
bond between slave parent and child. There were undoubtedly times when house slave
children became jealous of the attention that their mothers showed to white children.
Such jealousy could turn a cheerful household into a tense and uncomfortable one. On
large plantations, black women commonly cared for the master’s young children, nursing,
feeding, and generally watching over them; naturally, a close relationship developed
between caregiver and child. Slave children knew that their mothers “loved the [white]
children™ and that the children, in turn, were “crazy™ about their black mammies. In such
situations the maternal attention that black children craved may have been divided
between them and their master’s children. Drucilla Marten’s mother protected the
master’s children like her own. When young men courted Missie Pinter, the master’s
daughter, Drucilla’s mother interrogated them about their intentions and family
background. Drucilla was impressed by how her mother spoke to the white beaux, but
she may well have experienced jealousy when her mother remarked that no “poor white

" 13 M 4930
trash™ would marry her “white daughter.”™”
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Although children generally respected and admired their parents and craved their
attention. some may have discounted the parent-child relationship and relied instead on
white paternalism for their needs. While most slave children considered their parents
strong (especially after they had maturcd enough fully to comprehend their parents’
actions) they knew their masters had control over their parents. Although the constant
threat of cruelty existed, masters were often kind, giving substance to their paternalistic
words. Many black children, especially house slaves, received gifts from whites and
perhaps wondered why their parents could not give them such things. In Wilson County,
Bert Luster was gratetul that his “white folks,” treated him so “good™; he ate the same
food they did, including turkey, duck, fish, beet, and deer. Although slave parents
provided for children whenever they could, some children understood that they depended
solely on whites for certain luxuries.”’

A paternalistic master, however, had total control and could punish at will. Of
course blacks were not mere victims; they had influence over the master, but seemingly
all that was done was done with his approval. Slave marriage, for instance, recalled a
former slave, was “sometimes accommodated to the affections™ of blacks, but was
“always to the interest of the slaveholder.”™ So although slave children had a childhood,

that childhood existed in part because many masters deemed it best that slaves have a
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stable family life. In making a house a home, of course. slave parents overcame the
inherent obstacles within the slave regime and made the best of a bad situation.™

The Civil War oftfered slaves a chance to take control of their family’s destiny.
But the events of the war were unpredictable, and life was disrupted in unforeseeable
ways. Slave children in particular not only experienced emancipation but also hardship
and violence. When the dust of war had settled, some things had changed; others seemed
to remain the same.

Amid a chorus of minority dissent sung mainly by East Tennesseans, Tennessce
scceded from the United States on June 8, 1861, and joined the new Confederate States of
America. The Confederate experiment secmed short-lived, for by June 1862 Memphis
and Nashville were occupied by Union troops. Confederates quickly recovered from
their initial setbacks, only to suffer further defeats in 1863, including the loss of
Chattanooga and Knoxville. Even though Union forces occupied every major Tennessee
town by the end of 1863, Confederate resistance continued. But the cavalry and guerilla
raids and the desperate attempt by the Confederate army to recapture Nashville in late
1864 never seriously threatened Union control.™

The Yankee invasion was the realization of a dream for black Tennesseans, for it

brought in its wake disruptions that ultimately destroyed slavery. With the outbreak of
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war in 1861, slaves speculated among themselves about what it might mean, hoping that
it would usher in the long awaited Day of Jubilee: emancipation. This war, this
cataclysm, they thought, could mean freedom: however, some wondered how their
liberators would treat them and whether their circumstances would truly improve. Many
decided to take their chances with the Northern invaders. As Yankee forces conquered
Tennessee, slaves left their masters in droves and sought refuge within Union lines.
Eventually their freedom was recognized. Others stayed on with their owners but
successfully demanded wages or other compensation—a dramatic change from
antebellum days. As historian Stephen Ash has noted, the turning point of the war for
slaves was when they realized they were freemen and masters understood that they no
longer controlled them. "

The chronology of Union occupation strongly influenced the actions of Tennessee
slaves. Slavery in West and Middle Tennessee began eroding with the arrival of Yankees
in early 1862. Many black refugees, men, women, and children, migrated to Nashville,

Memphis, and other towns. and some labored for the Union: men built earthworks and
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laid rail tracks while women worked as laundresses and cooks. With the invasion of East
Tennessee in the autumn of 1863, slavery began disintegrating there, too. The
Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 meant little to Tennessee slaves because the state
was exempted from it. The appointment of Andrew Johnson as military governor in 1862
initially meant very little, too. He and other authorities opposed emancipation and the
use of black troops until wartime circumstances and political pressure overcame their
opposition. By 1863 the Union army had become an agent of emancipation in the state,
in spite of the exemption. By 1864, black male Tennesseans had volunteered in great
numbers to fight, and slavery was nearing its end. Meeting in January 1865 and claiming
to represent loyalists, the State Convention proposed among other things an emancipation
amendment, which was ratified on February 22, 1865. Most slaves, however, were

essentially living as free people well before that date.*'
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The Civil War, then, of fered blacks freedom and opportunity, but the chaos of war
produced difficulties for freedmen, not the least ol which was maintaining a stable
family. Refugeeing and wartime employment tore black families apart at a rate unknown
in antebellum Tennessee. and black children under 12 no doubt wondered what had
happened to their predictable and relatively carefree life. Moreover, the transformation
from bondage to freedom seemed in some ways to be a transition from Southern
paternalism to Northern guardianship. The Union army had liberated slaves from white
Southerners, but not altogether from white control and paternalism, for Northerners
substituted their own versions. Blacks were once more forced to bow to white power.

During the war, slaves’ domestic life underwent a transformation and endured
problems theretofore unimaginable. Refugeeing, for one thing, had the potential to
strengthen or weaken black family bonds. When parents heard news of advancing
Yankees and decided to flee to them with their children, they embarked on a dangerous
journey. Some children, on the other hand, were abandoned by fleeing parents who
valued independence and a new beginning more than they did their offspring. Walter
Jones and his mother of Hardeman County were left alone when Walter's father went off
to seek freedom on his own. Other slave fathers chose to leave their families to fight for
the Union and help win their freedom. Many black veterans never returned to their
children, however, and some who did were never the same. In Bolivar, Emmett Beal's
father joined the Union army. ultimately returning to him a physically, and perhaps
emotionally, scarred man. Other refugee fathers were separated forcefully from their
families. Not only fathers but mothers sometimes left their children parentless. Asbury
Gibbon’s wife left him during the war and married another man, leaving a four-year-old
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motherless. Young Francis Barton was devastated when his mother abandoned him; in
his case, whites assumed parental roles. Some mothers left their children with their
masters to join husbands who had been recently impressed or had enlisted in the Union
army. For instance, the wife of soldier Samuel Emery of Wilson County followed him to
his Nashville post, leaving her four children in the care of their mistress, Eveline Blair.
The children lived with the possibility of never seeing their parents again, that is if Blair
had anything to do with it

Some refugees were seized by Yankee soldiers, separated from their families, and
forced into military labor. In a case near Nashville that equaled the horrors of anything
done by a slave owner, children wailed as federal troops dragged their fathers away to
work on fortifications without pay. Other refugeces were taken far from their homes in
other states and cnded up in Tennessee. Inone such case, the wives and children of slave
men conscripted in Alabama were taken to Memphis, where they wandered “suffering for
food” and ultimately went to work in a cotton warehouse.**

Some children left hopefully for Union lines only to encounter hostility. Many

Union commanders considered refugees to be hindrances to their military mission,
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depleting supplies and provisions and encumbering troop movement. Black children in
particular were regarded as burdensome. Andrew Johnson complained that black women
and children took up housing and rations but gave no useful labor in return Regarding
black children in a way that mirrored his tough military leadership. Major General
George Thomas dismissed them as not only a burden but absolutely useless. Major
General S. A. Hurlbut considered children “incapable of army labor, a weight and
incumbrance.” Many children tramped for miles with their families only to be turned
away by unsympathetic Union officers and forced into vugubondagef‘“l

Many women and children who were denied asylum by Union officers settled
outside of Union lines to be near their husbands, sons, or fathers. The shantytowns they
established were plagued by poverty and crime. yet they allowed men, women, and
children to remain a family unit. Soldiers often traveled to the settlements to visit their
families and brought food and other gifts. This no doubt reminded some children of
separated two-parent families during the time of slavery, when fathers visited their
children on the weekends. But despite blacks’ best efforts to maintain family unity,
Union officials often stepped in and, whether intentionally or not, divided black families
once again. Outside of Memphis lay a settlement of several hundred women and children
who depended entirely on the support of their husbands and fathers, soldiers of a

regiment stationed in Memphis. These men made every attempt to provide for their
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families; some stole food. clothing, and garden tools for them. The thievery became such

g,
a problem that the post commander ordered the settlement to be broken up and the
refugees relocated to President’s Island in the Mississippi River. Still wanting to protect,
provide for, and be with their families, some fathers turned their guns on their Union
comrades, forcing Captain T. A. Walker, superintendent of freedmen in Memphis, to
send troops to the shantytown to restore order. ™

Some older children, typically males, independently fled from their master. Jim
Heiskell, a thirtcen-year-old from rural East Tennessee, ran away from his master
because, as he claimed, he was overworked and whipped three or four times a week. He
fled to Knoxville, where he hoped to reunite with his brother. But there he was spotted
by his master’s overseer, who chased him down and beat him. However, with his
brother’s help Jim escaped once again, and ultimately found work at a hospital.**

Many families fled miscrable conditions in the rural areas of Tennessee and
surrounding states in hope of finding opportunities in Tennessee’s towns. Memphis,
Nashville, Clarksville, Chattanooga, and Knoxville were especially popular destinations;
the black population of these towns, especially Memphis, increased dramatically during

the war. Jim Heiskell, for one, absconded from rural East Tennessee not only to escape
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his abusive master and find his brother but also to “see some pleasure™ in Knoxville.
William Walker's family escaped to Nashville. where schooling and other opportunities
were to be found. But for many the opportunities of the towns proved to be mirages.
Black families in many cases left bad conditions only to find worse. Nashville, for
instance, was a notoriously deplorable place for freedmen. Consequently, the main
concern of many became not obtaining an education or enjoying other benefits of urban
life, but simply surviving. Nevertheless, many children did find in the towns
opportunities unavailable elsewhere, not the least of which were schools and some
freedom from abuse."’

Not every slave fled to the towns or to Union army camps. Many were never in
close proximity to Union troops; others were too old. too feeble, or too young to migrate.
Many others decided to stay with their masters, for they feared the changes that freedom
brought. On some farms, families carried on customary routines: parents worked,
children played. Some parents sought to shelter their children from the war. Will Burks,
for example, was curious about the war, but his parents refused to answer his questions
and sent him off to play. Henry Walker recalled playing in the woods during the war and

picking nuts for adults to scll at the market. John McCline of Davidson County
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remembered little children, as late as 1863, picking apples and peaches for women to
have a paring bee.™

Yankee occupation triggered not only black but also white migration, which in
turn affected black family stability. In many cases, children were relocated when their
masters fled from advancing troops. Henry Walker, for instance, temporarily left his
family to accompany his master to Arkansas to find a refuge from invading Yankees.
Once they secured a new home, the master sent for Henry’s family, which was soon
reunited. Other times, the master left slaves on the homestead as he tled for refuge. In
June 1863, Dr. William Bonner of Fayetteville did exactly that. Three families (fourteen
slaves) remained on the farm and operated as independent yeomen, raising hogs, corn,
and cotton. On farms like these children lived a life devoid of white intervention and
probably worked like those of any other yeoman until masters returned and tried to
reassert their control, as Bonner did in February 1865.%

Some Tennessee masters forced unproductive or unmanageable adult slaves to
leave the premises while endeavoring to keep valuable and tractable children. Soin
another way black family stability was threatened by wartime circumstances. A

Germantown slave owner named Larodes expclled Amey Carrington from his farm in

+8 Rawick, American Slave, 8 A: 338, 1 | A: 28-32: Furman, Slavery in the Clover

Bottoms, 42, 48.

9 Rawick, American Slave, 11 A:28-32: Berlin, Free At Last, 329-30.

36



June 1863, yet maintained possession of her four children: she was able to regain them
only in June 1865, with the help of Union officers. In Memphis, three children, ages ten,
seven, and four, remained with a Dr. Wheaton, who sent their parents away to a nearby
contraband camp. Their mother tried desperately to regain them, at one point sneaking
them away from Wheaton and into the camp. Union commanders, however, returned the
children, despite their pleas and the mother’s tearful protestations, because Dr. Wheaton
had accused the mother of child abuse.™

The hiring-out process also scparated families during the war. Some masters
hired out children to the Confederate army. Fourteen-year-old Rutt Abernathy, for
example, cooked for hospital doctors, moving from one hospital to another as the
invading Yankees forced the Confederate army to retreat. Ruft was separated from his
home and family for three years, making money for his master.”"

Even if they stayed on the farm or plantation, children saw that wartime
circumstances undermined their master’s authority. Children heard other slaves and
whites discuss war and emancipation. The older children knew that their masters feared
the Yankees, and why, and understood what the defeat of the Confederacy would mean.

William Davis, hearing his master lamenting Confederate defeats and Yankee rule,
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rcalized that the war had “changed cverything up.” Many slave children saw their master
flee in fear from invading Yankees, or, if the master chose to stay, saw him mecekly
taking orders from the occupiers. Many masters threw up their hands in frustration
because their slaves no longer obeyed their command: planter John H. Bills remarked,
“My pcople seem Contented [and] happy. but not inclincd to work.” Not all masters lost
control of their farms or houscholds, however, at Icast not until the Union army made its

presence fully felt. Nathan Jones, for example, watched as fellow slaves were whipped

5

by his master until “blood gushed from their backs.™
Children were amazed by the awesome sights and sounds of war. Early in the
war, children, particularly boys, cnjoycd the spectacle of marching men and were excited
by the idea of war. Standing outside his housc, Will Burks saw a grand sight: marching
columns at lecast “a mile long.” William Harris, too, watchcd wide-cycd as Federal troops
marchcd by; he was especially impresscd by cavalrymen on white horses. Henry Walker,
however, was more taken by flashy uniforms. John McCline was fascinated by the long
columns of young, enthusiastic Confederates marching to war. As the war continucd,

many black children grew accustomed to the sight of troops traversing the countryside.
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All too familiar with the sounds of war. some even learned to identify the different bugle
calls.”

Often, however, the initial amazement and excitement turned to fear and
revulsion. After his family escaped to Nashville, William Walker’s young eyes and ears
were assaulted by the horrible sights and sounds of battle. He heard the “boom of
cannons” and the “rumble of army wagons™ and saw “arms shot off, legs gone [and] faces
blood smeared.” In Bedford County, William Gant heard battles raging as far away as
seven miles: the roar of gunfire and the shaking of the ground “scared and distressed™
everyone in his vicinity. Children also saw a changed environment: barns and houses and
fences destroyed and fields stripped of crops. Near Chattanooga, one witness reported
that foraging troops took all the crops. leaving “not a blade of grass or corn.” Foraging
expeditions in Middle Tennessee, too, stripped farms; slaves who remained in the
region’s countryside struggled along with whites to survive in a land ravaged by its
occupiers.™

Thus the wartime experience of children was frequently, perhaps predominantly.
one of family separation, change, and violence. Black children may have suffered as

much if not more at the hands of Yankee occupiers as they did at the hands of their
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owners. Neither had a spotless record of benevolent paternalism. Both separated
families and exploitcd their labor.

A common wartime experience of children was abuse from Yankee soldiers. Not
a few concluded that, as one historian has written, ““life under the Stars and Stripes held
no more promise of freedom than that under the Stars and Bars.” Instead of starting a life
of freedom when the Yankees came, Jake Goodridge, who had served his master as a
body servant, was likewise forced to be a “waitin” boy™ for his supposed liberators; at the
war’s end he was abandoned by his Yankee captors with not a penny of compensation for
his service. Yankees always seemed to have an eye out for boys who might make good
body servants: in Clarksville, for example, two teen-aged boys were taken from their
mistress to serve Union officers. Some Yankees enjoyed forcing black youngsters to
demean themselves. Annie young watched as one boy, who had been given liquor by
some soldiers, was forced to sing drunkenly:

God Damned if | Don’t

Kill a Nigger

Oh Whooey Boys! Oh Whooey!

Oh Whooey Boys! Oh Whooey!
Children who stayed on the farm frequently witnessed invading Yankees take everything
and anything they could use. The sacking of Southern homes left some children without
clothes and without means of replacing them. Slaves of John H. Bill’s plantation in West
Tennessee considered it pointless to work, for Union troops would probably take

everything. The widespread pillaging and destruction carried out by the Union army as it
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sought to provision itself, crush the secessionist spirit, and cripple the Southern war eftort
hurt whites and blacks alike.™

A number of young slave boys served in the Confederate army as officer’s body
servants, had battlefield experience, and consequently identified with the Confederate
army. A survey of state pension applications, submitted by some of them in the 1920s,
reveals that they were typically about fifteen years old when they accompanied their
master to war. Although not yet men, in many cases these servants performed manly
duties. Jake Goodridge served his master dutifully in the rebel army while. ironically, his
brother served in the Union army. The war was, for Jake’s family, a war of brother
against brother, as it was for many white families. Some body servants proved
themselves to be “true and Loyal Confederate[s]” who stayed “until the last gun was
fired.” stated one Southern white. Even after his master died, Ruben Hale remained in
the 4" Tennessee Infantry. Henry Youree and Chase Wilkerson also stayed with their
regiments for the war's duration. Loyal Confederate hospital servant Ruft Abernathy
was forced by United States officials to take the oath of allegiance after the war. Other
servants simply did their duty. Many of these body servants witnessed the awful carnage
of combat and risked death themselves. W. M. Easley of Hickman County “was

wounded by a stray bullet’ at Shiloh. At the same time, the war offered these boys
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adventure and opportunity. Many traveled extensively for the first time. Elijah
Schoolfield, for instance, marched alongside Confederate troops and saw much of
western Tennessee.™

Reconstruction in Tennessee did not wait for the cessation of hostilities. In
February 1862, following the Union army’s successful invasion of Middle Tennessee,
Andrew Johnson was appointed military governor. While Johnson worked to get the
state back into the Union, one of the biggest wartime rcconstruction eftorts was the
establishment of “contraband camps.” Not knowing exactly what to do with the many
“contrabands™ who fled to the Union lines, the army set up camps for them beginning in
March 1863. The camps were located primarily but not exclusively in Middle and West
Tennessee. These crowded facilities provided army officers with military recruits and
Northern teachers and missionaries with students and converts. They also helped prepare
African Americans for postwar life and served as the nucleus of postwar black

neighborhoods. The camps offered black children new opportunities for both debauchery
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and moral uplift and probably caused not a few blacks to wonder if they had simply
traded masters instead of escaping bondage.”’

Living conditions in the contraband camps were in many cases terrible. For many
freed people, writes historian John Cimprich, the “promising beacon™ of freedom had
merely “led to the torments of poverty.” When refugees arrived in the camps, the Union
quartermaster seized any livestock they might have brought. At the same time, however,
he gave them clothes to replace their tattered rags. These actions seemed to contradict
the Yankees™ declared mission of teaching free-labor values, for they made the black
refugees dependent on the government. Inadequate shelter was a common problem in the
camps. Many blacks were consigned to small, shabby cabins no better than the slave
cabins they had left, and in some cases worse. These cabins were actually the better
dwellings in camps, however. Many blacks were not so fortunate as to have them. In the
Gallatin camp there were no cabins, but only tents, wholly insufficient to insulate

children form the winter’s cold.”
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The army’s requirement that the camps have regular health inspections was not
always obeyed. and discase, especially pneumonia, was widespread. In some cases,
particularly the Memphis camp, there were medicine shortages. Army officials admitted
that “the rate of mortality was large™ in Memphis; during the harsh winter of 1862-63,
twelve hundred contraband camp residents died, three hundred of them children.

Children in the Nashville camps had perhaps the worst experiences of all, for they were
“grossly neglected in all things.” During the winter of 1862-1863, these children suffered
not only from hunger but also frostbite; many children were among the thirty or so
contrabands who died each day and were buried in a mass grave adjacent to one of the
camps. Black soldiers with wives and children in the Nashville camp complained to their
superiors about the deplorable conditions and demanded improvements. It turned out that
the problem stemmed in great part from the corruption of the Union officer commanding
the Nashville-area camps, who sold good allotted to freedmen and kept the money.™

The problems of Nashville camps and others also stemmed from overcrowding.
Quarters were cramped and often primitive, and the poorly-clad and-fed children in such
places were highly susceptible to disease. To reduce overcrowding, the army
redistributed women and children among the camps by rail. But these trips were

sometimes unpleasant; for instance, the decrepit and children were “dumped™ at the
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Chattanooga depot while officers decided their ultimate destination. Conditions were so
bad in some places that slavery seemed preferable. One slave woman left a camp after
her husband died there and returned to her master’s home. vowing that she would not
return to the camp: almost anywhere. she thought, was better than that place.(’(’

Wherever they were Tennessee freedmen could not escape white paternalism.
Whites continued to tell them how to live and what to do. Northerners no less than white
Southerners thought blacks should live according to their standards and had no qualms
about forcing them to do so. In some cases Yankee paternalism actually helped blacks
achieve their own economic, political. and social goals; in other cases, it only satisfied
the desires of Northern reformers and politicians.

Yankee reformers strongly encouraged freedmen to form nuclear families based
on the Northern middle-class model. Some, however, doubted that blacks had the moral
wherewithal to sustain such a family. Asa S. Fiske, a Freedmen’s Department of ficial,
believed them capable. Chaplain John Eaton, however, was skeptical: “Most
contrabands,” he wrote, “felt no familial obligations whatsoever.” To cut down on sexual
promiscuity at the Grand Junction contraband camp, Eaton mandated marriages for all
couples. Marriage, he taught, was “a new privilege™ that offered freedmen “control and
guidance” as they entered the world of freedom. Eaton’s order was not unique. General

Lorenzo Thomas ordered junior officers to formalize black marriages “in compliance
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with the ordinance of God.” Legal marriages, Northern reformers believed, provided
children with a proper example of family and helped to ensure that they would be cared
for. *'

Children in the camps learncd Victorian family values watching couples formalize
their pre-existing relationships in mass ccremonies. They were taught that people should
have only one spouse and be “true to the thought of [him or her] in all separations,”
preached one Northern missionary, “avoiding improper intimacy with any other “till God
shall separate [them] by dcath.” ” Boys learned that they should “love and cherish™ their
wives, treating her with honor and respect and supporting her through “manly industry
and energy.” Manliness, boys were taught, entailed providing for one’s spouse and
working diligently. Girls were taught that they should help their future husband achieve
manliness by aiding “him diligently in gaining an honorable livelihood™ and that they
should “be true™ to him “in prosperity or adversity.”*

These mass ceremonies must have been an enjoyable experience for the young. It
was not unusual to see forty to seventy-five couples being married simultaneously.

Children saw women wearing pretty ribbons and bright colors. Younger couples made
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the day one of celebration, a public affirmation of their love. But children must have
seen apathetic faces. too, for many older couples were less celebratory and participated in
the ceremony only because of social pressure. regarding themselves as “married for
years.™"

Victorian values were reinforced in the contraband camp schools that children
attended. Northern missionaries, the vanguard of Northern ideology, took up residence in
camps across the state and used the classroom to inculcate principles of free labor,
Christianity, and citizenship. Although children learned rapidly, a contraband camp
school was not an ideal educational environment. Like the camp itself, schools were
overcrowded. Children commonly had a hundred or so classmates, adults as well as
children, and the schoolrooms werc often scenes of near anarchy. To make matters
worse, many mothers brought infants. When not distracted by crying babies, students
were distracted by the frequent introduction of new classmates.™

At camp schools and churches, black children were exposed to the religious ideas

of Northerners. Many Northerners marched south armed not with the sword but with the

Bible, wielding it to redeem the presumably bedeviled South. Reformers believed that
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children, in particular, must be exposed to the ideas of free labor, millennialist Protestant
doctrine, and middle-class values, for they were the future, the first free generation of
African Americans. Such Northern paternalism was deemed necessary if black children
were to be incorporated into a new labor system. In his paternalistic way, John Eaton
respected the religious nature of the freedmen and acknowledged their understanding of
the fundamentals of Christianity. He extolled their supposedly child-like faith, claiming
that they were “not troublcd, like educated white men, with unbelief.” Yet like many
other Northerners, he deemed them immoral and too emotional in their worship.”’

While benevolent societies and Union officers worked inside and outside the
camps promoting Victorian values, army impressment and recruitment in the camps
undermined black family stability. According to historian Peter Ripley, “Federal ofticials
considered men soldiers and workers first, husbands and fathers second.” Black fathers
taken by the army could hardly assume Victorian paternal roles, especially if they
received no compensation. As of August 1863, 11,000 freedmen in Tennessee were
serving the United States as teamsters, laborers, cooks, or servants. Many worked
without pay, some no doubt wondering bitterly if they were simply slaves with a new

master: the State. Major General George Stearns, a sincere advocate for the freedmen in
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Tennessee, complained that men were being impressed “everywhere™ and not receiving a
penny for their labor. Many died while laboring for nothing for the government.*

Many other fathers were paid for their service, including soldiers; however, they
were no less separated from their children than those unpaid. Contraband camps became
recruitment stations for the Union army. thereby removing able-bodied men from their
families. Some enlisted under duress. Many no doubt pondcred the irony that they now
had no more control over their family than during the days of slavel‘y.(’7

Contraband camps were never meant to be anything more than a temporary refuge
and a way station on the road to freedom. Government officials feared that freedmen,
whom they considered dependent already, would learn in camps to depend on the
government for their every need. Thus, they sought to introduce blacks to free labor.

The program that was eventually instituted removed women, children, and older
men from the contraband camps and placed them on plantations where they entered into
contracts with employers and worked for wages. Most of these plantations had been
abandoned by secessionist owners and seized by the United States army or Treasury

Department, and were being run by loyal white men (many of them Northerners) under
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government aegis. Many Northerners believed that these plantations would benetfit
blacks by inculcating free-labor values. Life in these places, however, must have
reminded freedmen of slavery, for they generally worked in gangs cultivating cotton and
were forbidden to leave the plantation during the term of their contract. Moreover, many
laborers worked without their families, having been separated from them when
refugecing or living in contraband camps or when government officials moved them to
frec-labor plantations. Furthermore, Northern officers in many cases expected these
freedmen to return to plantations in areas from which they had earlier fled in search of
freedom and opportunity.™

The frequent use of traditional supervision and labor methods on some free-labor
plantations in Tennessee did not mean that Union officials were altogether uninterested in
the welfare of the freedmen. Many evinced genuinc concern for them. John Eaton, for
one, worked hard on the freedmen’s behalf and insisted that most could adapt to the
dramatic changes that freedom brought. As head of frecdmen’s affairs in West
Tennessee. he even established “home farms™ for the “infirmed and idle,” making sure
everyone was provided for. Other officials started schools on plantations to help children

adapt to freedom. If free-labor and Victorian values were to prevail in freedmen
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communities, believed many Northerners. their acceptance must start with black children,
and must start immediately. So Union officials startcd schools wherever possible; thus.
free-labor plantation life involved more than just hard work.®”

But children’s experiences on a loyalist’s plantation were similar to those on a
secessionist’s, in that much depended on white patcrnalism. Children were at the mercy
of the Union officers and plantation supervisors, who were obligated to provide for and
guard children. Some Northerners looked out for freedmen. General Grenville Dodge,
for one, removed refugees from the Pulaski camp and placed them on a plantation under
the supervision of freedpeople. Under Gen. Thomas’s orders, camp commanders found
work for fugitive slaves and regulated their contracts, providing wages of at least $7 a
month for men and $5 a month for women. But on other places, freedmen worked under
oppressive conditions. The commander of the Nashville district. General Lovell
Rousseau, disliked free-labor arrangements and ignored the breaking of contracts and
violence against freedmen, thereby undermining the efforts ot his peers, such as John
Eaton. And Rousseau was notunique. Freedmen learned quickly that they needed the
Union army’s help in securing their wages and living conditions. For some, freedom

. . S .. . 70
remained elusive; life was similar to slavery—at least during the war.

% Maslowski, Treason Must Be Made Odious, 99: Gerteis, From Contraband to

Freedmen, 121-26.

" Berlin, Genesis of Free Labor, 380-84, 430-33.




When the contraband camps closed, freed children faced a precarious situation.
Parents worried about where their children might attend school. They further worried
about finding work for themselves and providing for their children. Some Freedmen’s
Bureau agents and Northern missionaries also worried about such things. In Nashville,
camp commandecrs predicted tough times for the {reedmen. Upon the closing of the
Clarksville camp, one of the best in Tennessee, R. E. Farwell saw women with “blinding
tears” that “filled their eyes and coursed down their checks.” He feared that the loss of
government protection would drive these “tender women,” some of whom had “scarred
and mutilated backs,” back “into cruel bondage™ along with their children, and he
wondered whether the Bureau should have closed the camps.”

Would the children, the first free generation of African Americans, be forced back
into slavery? Although not idyllic, a genuine childhood had been experienced by slave
children—thanks to the efforts of slave parents in sustaining family bonds. But after all

the tumultuous change, violence, and suffering that children experienced and witnessed

"' R.E. Farwell to C. B. Fisk, 16 Oct. 1865, Selected Records of the Tennessee Field
Office of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-1872, 1. 26,
hereinafter cited as SRTFO. National Archives, Washington, D. C. (microfilm); Contract,
Francis Fentress, Balaam Fentress, 27 Dec. 1865, Records of the Assistant Commissioner
for the State of Tennessee Bureau Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-
1869, r. 20, hereinafter cited as RACTN, National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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during the Civil War. they surely wondered what the future held for them. In this new
time of freedom. as in the days of bondage. children were the most vulnerable people.
They were, moreover, about to be caught in conflict among whites that would strongly

influence their future.

N
(98]



CHAPTER 11
THE WAR CONTINUED: THE BATTLE OF IDEAS IN RECONSTRUCTION

TENNESSEE

After the Civil War, Tennessee’s black children still lived in a turbulent and
dangerous place. In March 1862, after the Union army occupied Nashville, the civil
government of Tennessee was dissolved, and the state was placed under the control of the
Union military. Appointed military governor on March 3, 1862, Andrew Johnson
worked unsuccessfully for almost three years to restore civil government. Convening in
January 1865, Unionist delegates finally reestablished civil government, and with the
war’s cnd in April things seemed to be calming down in the spring of 1865. But another
storm was looming. Debates raged among Unionists in the succeeding years over how to
reenter the Union and what to do about the freedmen and the former Confederates.
Meanwhile, across the state, ex-Confederates reacted with outrage, demanding that their
political rights be restored, refusing to cooperate with Unionists, Northern missionaries,
and Freedmen's Bureau agents, and endeavoring to maintain white supremacy.
Freedmen were at the center of this struggle over the reconstruction of Tennessee’s
government, society, and economy.

In Reconstruction Tennessee there were four major political groups besides the
freedmen: Humanitarian Radicals, Brownlow Radicals, Conservative Unionists, and ex-
Confedcrates. Humanitarian Radicals were devoted nationalists who also affirmed the
equality of mankind. They believed that it was the duty of the federal government to
protect freedmen’s inalienable rights, and that it was their personal civic and religious
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duty to provide freedmen with the necessary knowledge and opportunities for moral and
social uplift. Like the Humanitarian Radicals, Brownlow Radicals pledged undying
allegiance to an indivisible Union, and they denied political rights to ex-Confederates.
Unlike the Humanitarian Radicals, however, Brownlow Radicals were not paternalistic
reformers. They endorsed black suffrage and other rights for political purposes, to
bolster their power. Conservative Unionists disagreed with Brownlow Radicals on two
key issues: the distranchisement of ex-Confederates and the enfranchisement of
freedmen. They were less vindictive toward former Rebels and were determined that
blacks would remain the bottom rail of society. Ex-Confederates, fearful of Northern
Radical influence and social revolution and determined to regain political power and keep
blacks powerless, comprised the majority of white Tennesseans.'

Few of the Humanitarian Radicals were native to Tennessee. In the 1860s, many
idealistic Northern men and women traveled South as teachers or teacher-ministers with

hopes of helping Southern whites and blacks recover from the devastation of war and
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overcome the demoralizing effects of slavery. According to historian Henry Swint, of the
9,503 teachers in postwar Southern freedmen schools. approximately 5.000 came from
above the Mason-Dixon line. They sought to inject a **Northern element throughout the
South,” winning {reedmen to Christ and teaching them skills necessary in a free-labor
culture and economy. Many were of New England descent—even those from the
Midwest predominantly came from sections settled by New Englanders and generally had
grown up in areas imbued with the abolitionist spirit. Of the eighty teachers in Tennessee
whose homes Swint was able to identify, very few came from places noted for Southern
sympathies: two were from Indiana and two from Illinois. A plurality came from New
England (twelve) or from scttlements of New Englanders in Ohio (twenty-three). With
twelve teachers in Tennessee, Michigan (also hcavily settled by New Englanders)
likewise made a sizable contribution to freedmen’s education. Itis fair to say that most
Northern educators in Reconstruction Tennessee believed they were on a humanitarian
mission to train freedmen and Southern whites in the “best traditions of New England.”™

Tennessee’s Humanitarian Radicals proclaimed their belief in equal rights and
their desire to help freedmen. Lauding “the doctrine of Equal Rights,” the editors of the
Nashville Daily Press warned that Reconstruction in Tennessee would be incomplete
until the rights of freedmen were guaranteed. Across Tennessee, Radicals preached

similar messages, reminding audiences that “every man is born into the world with the
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right to his own life, to personal liberty, and to inherit, earn, own, and hold property.”
These rights derived from God, they believed, because all people were created in the
image of God irrespective of race. There never would be genuine freedom, they insisted,
until all whites considered their black neighbors equal human beings.”

To help blacks adjust to the responsibilities of freedom, Humanitarian Radicals
endorsed federal government intervention. One was John Eaton, superintendent of
contrabands in the Mississippi Valley during the Civil War, editor of the Radical
Memphis Post, and the first superintendent of Tennessee public schools (1867-1869),
who stressed repeatedly that the national government had an obligation to enforce laws
that established equality and helped freedmen acquire a well-balanced character based on
Biblical doctrine. Although criticized by some contemporaries for being a “selfish,
mercenary of fice-seeker™ and by some historians for being an insincere reformer, Eaton
was an earnest advocate of public education for blacks. Without schooling, he insisted,
the freedmen could not compete in a free market. His beliefs were exemplified in the
masthead of his newspaper, which proclaimed support for “the civil and political equality
of all Loyal Men, the security of person and property of all men, free speech, free

N 0 4
schools, and a free country.
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The federal Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands deserves
special note for its role in implementing humanitarian policies. It was established by
Congress on March 3, 1865 as a temporary agency, and was more commonly known as
the Freedmen’s Bureau. Although vetoed by President Johnson, the Freedmen’s Bureau
Bill of 1866 renewed the agency’s charter so that it could continue its work among
Southern blacks. Headed by O. O. Howard, the agency provided freedmen with many
services: schools, hospitals, legal advice, rations, contract negotiation, assistance in
relocation, and the assignment of confiscated or abandoned land. Until former
Confederate states complied with Reconstruction policies and were restored to the Union,
the Bureau also maintained courts to resolve grievances involving freedmen. Despite the

wide scope of its work, the Bureau had little financial support from Congress—in part
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because many Congressmen, Southern and Northern, deemed its benevolent work
unconstitutional and unnece.s‘smy.5

Across the South the agency was manned by both army officers and civilians,
many of the latter native to the place in which they worked. In 1865, it had a staff of 799
agents, of whom 424 were soldiers: by 1869, it had shrunk to 158 agents. The local
agents were the key figures working on behalf of frecdmen. According to O. O. Howard,
an agent was a “magistrate with extraordinary power—overseer of the poor of all classes
in his district, agent to take charge of abandoned lands, and required to settle, in a few
days, most intricate questions with reference to labor, [and] political economy.”™ The
wide scope of their mission and the large amount of paperwork undoubtedly prevented
many from being of much assistance to freedmen. One agent, for example, in a ten-
month period traveled 5.760 miles. wrote approximately 1,500 letters and reports,
delivered 45 lectures, and inspected 50 schools, not to mention dispensing advice to

freedmen.”
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The Tennessee branch was manned at the county level by many native
Tennesseans who typically did not subscribe to the Humanitarian Radicalism of their
national and state directors. General Howard. national superintendent of the Bureau, was
a devout Northern man. cvincing what has been described as a “general attitude of
Puritan morality.” and was sympathetic to reform. Determined to use his national
prominence to secure genuine freedom for blacks, Howard advocated black suffrage,
promotcd black education, and cncouraged black property ownership. Tennessee Bureau
superintendent Clinton Fisk, also known for his piety, had been reared in a Missouri
home where Methodist doctrine and abolitionist principles held sway; as a teen he had
been a conductor of the Underground Railroad. Although less active as an abolitionist in
adulthood, Fisk remained sympathetic to the plight of blacks and worked tirelessly on
behalf of freedmen during his tenure as Tennessee superintendent. In that capacity, he
was known particularly for promoting cducation and Christian principles. Ata
convention in October 1865, Fisk spoke to hundreds of freedmen about *“the gospel of
work, the gospel of economy, and the gospel of virtue™ and asserted that the combination
of black education and the revival of Christianity would ensure the success of what he
called a revolutionary upheaval in Southern society and economy.’

The Bureau frequently cooperatcd with Northern missionaries in efforts to help

the freedmen. Acting on behalf of the Tennessee Bureau, John Ogden, a missionary,
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normal school instructor of wide renown, superintendent of freedmen schools in
Tennessee in 1865, and later president of Fisk University. asked Reverend John Morgan
Walden, Methodist minister and director of the Western Frecdmen’s Aid Commission,
for advice when establishing a Teacher’'s Home in Tennessee, where teachers could live
and provide some 3.500 freedmen with a systematic education. Clinton Fisk,
superintendent of the Tennessee Bureau, solicited the aid of the American Missionary

o and

Association, which responded by providing money to bu