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June 28, 1862, Brigadier General Rufus Saxton, 
with headquarters at Beaufort, South Carolina, as­
sumed the government and control of all places and 
persons in the Department of the South which were 
not embraced in the operations of General Quincy A. 
Gillmore, commanding the department. General Sax­
ton, as military governor, appointed three division 
superintendents, each having charge of several of the 
Sea Islands. Market houses were established at Hil­
ton Head and Beaufort for the sale of the produce 
from the plantations, and negroes put to work, the 
larger settlements being on Port Royal Island and 
near the town of Beaufort. 

Colored men in that vicinity were soon enlisted as 
soldiers and an effort was made to cause the laborers 
left on each plantation, under plantation superintend­
ents appointed for the purpose, to raise sufficient cot­
ton and corn for their own support, rations being 
given from the Commissary Department only when 
necessary to prevent absolute starvation. These con­
ditions with hardly an interruption continued until 
the spring of 1865. 

Grant's army in the West occupied Grand JlillC­
tion, Miss., by November, 1862. The usual irregular 
host of slaves then swarmed in from the surrounding 
country. They begged for protection against recap­
ture, and they, of course, needed food, clothing, and 
shelter. They could not now be reenslaved through 
army aid, yet no provision had been made by anybody 
for their sustenance. A few were employed as team­
sters, servants, cooks, and pioneers. Yet it seemed as 
if the vast majority must be left to freeze and starve; 
for when the storms came with the winter months the 
weather was of great severity. 
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General Grant, with his usual gentleness toward 
the needy and his fertility in expedients, introduced 
at once a plan of relief. He selected a fitting super­
intendent, John Eaton, Chaplain of the Twenty-sev­
enth Ohio Volunteers, who soon was promoted to the 
colonelcy of a colored regiment, and later for many 
years was Commissioner of the U. S. Bureau of Edu­
cation. He was then constituted Chief of Negro Af­
fairs for the entire district under Grant's jurisdiction. 
The plan which Grant conceived the new superintend­
ent ably carried out. There were all around Grand 
Junction, when our operations opened, large crops of 
cotton and corn ungathered. It was determined to 
harvest these, send them North for sale, and place 
the receipts to the credit of the Government. The 
army of fugitives, willingly going to work, produced 
a lively scene. The children lent a hand in gathering 
the corn and the cotton. The superint~ndent, confer­
ring with the general himself, fixed upon fair wages 
for this indust'ry. Under similar remuneration wood­
cutters were set at work to supply with fuel numerous 
Government steamers on the river. Mter inspection 
of accounts, the money was paid for the labor by the 
quartermaster, but never directly to the fugitives. 
The superintendent, controlling this money, saw to it 
first that the men, women, and children should have 
sufficient clothing and food; then Colonel Eaton built 
for them rough cabins and provided for their sick and 
~ged, managing to extend to them many unexpected 
comforts. General Grant in his memoirs suggests 
this as the first idea of a " Freedmen's Bureau." It 
was, doubtless, a harbinger of that larger institution 
which Congress subsequently provided for the wants 
of the millions of the emancipated, but it was not the 
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first inception. There were other groups of fugi­
tives quite as large and similarly cared for in the 
East and South; yet Grant's enterprise afforded an 
object lesson and had a sensible completeness from 
the start. 

·While in camp on the Rappahannock at Falmouth, 
Va., I well remember the unusual excitement in our 
army upon the receipt of the remarkable preliminary 
proclamation of Mr. Lincoln, promulgated September 
22, 1862. It was like Elisha's call on Mt. Carmel: 
" Choose ye this day whom ye will serve!" Officers 
and men did choose. The pregnant phrases of that 
proclamation have a voice which still resounds pleas­
antly in loyal ears: " That on the first day of J an­
uary, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight lnill­
dred and .sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within 
any State or designated part of a State, the people 
whereof shall be in rebellion against the United States, 
shall be then, thenceforward and forever free." This 
proclamation republished the new law which forbade 
the return of slaves and also the Confiscation Act, in­
tended to punish treason and rebellion by the seizure 
of property and the freeing of slaves. 

vVe were also further apprised at the same time 
of an additional step that Mr. Lincoln would soon take 
-a step which made all men who were hostile to his 
administration very angry. It was the formal avowal 
of his purpose, in his next message, to suggest to Con­
gress what he believed to be an equitable method of 
the gradual abolishment of slavery altogether, not 
only in the States in insurrection, but in the border 
States which the friends of secession had failed to 
carry out of the Union, and among many people who 
had thus far cordially maintained our cause. How 

180 

Negro Conditions During the Civil War 

this action of the President affected the proslavery 
element in that portion of the army with which I 
was connected may be illustrated by one or two oc­
currences. 

During a temporary absence of General Darius N. 
Couch, I was commanding the Second Corps near 
Falmouth, Va. More incautious than scores of others, 
a young officer of that corps was one day loudly 
talking to his comrades against General Ambrose E. 
Burnside, then commanding the Army of the Potomac, 
and also against the President. The officer declared 
that he would never fight in company with accursed 
abolitionists. He was surrounded by other commis­
sioned officers, including the surgeon and chaplain of 
his regiment, and his soldiers were within hearing. 
Two or three prominent civilians on a visit to the army 
chanced to hear his pronounced offensive words, and 
noticed the growing excitement in that neighborhood. 
Coming straight to me, these gentlemen reported the 
case and deplored the condition of the army which they 
judged to be bad enough from this and other incidents 
which had come under their observation. The charge 
of uttering disloyal language was preferred and wit­
nesses summoned. The offending officer was promptly 
tried and sentenced to dismissal. For years after­
wards he sought in vain to procure a reversal of that 
sentence. 

In another regiment of that same corps for tender­
ing his resignation in face of the enemy for the alleged 
reason that this had become an abolition war, a lieu­
tenant was similarly tried and cashiered. For this 
prompt enforcement of discipline I was commended 
by Mr. Stanton. 

All outward demonstrations were thus nipped in 
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the bud, so that while other officers in the command 
ground their teeth in vexation they wisely refrained 
from insubordination and mutinous expressions. 

Among our enlisted men there were not a few who 
at one time held views similar to the New York riot­
ers of 1863. They hated a negro except as a slave, 
and they kept alive in their circle of influence an under­
current of malice more or less active. 

Close by my headquarters the First Minnesota 
Regiment of volunteers was stationed near a cluster 
of trees not far from the Rappahannock. Its field 
officers rejoiced in the possession of a number of good 
horses.. Among the refugees were several negro lads 
who were employed to care for the horses, grooming 
them, and riding daily to water and back to camp. 
Among these was a mulatto of some eighteen years, 
of handsome figure, pleasant face and manners, and 
rather well dressed for the iield. He appeared a little 
proud, especially when mounted on his employer's 
horse. One day, as he was riding as usual, a small 
group of soldiers were heard cursing him. One of 
them said distinctly that he should never ride and have 
the speaker walk as long as there was good stuff in 
his rifle. Little was thought of the man's threat at 
the time, but soon after, as the lad was passing the 
same point, sitting erect on his blanketed horse, a shot 
was fired, coming apparently from a group of soldiers 
to his left and not far from him. The lad was desper­
ately wounded in the shoulder and would have fallen 
to the ground except for the help of a friendly neigh­
bor. The Minnesota men carried him carefully to the 
hospital, where he was kindly treated. Several officers 
of the army visited him. No harsh word ever fell 
from his lips. He lingered a few days, and with ex­
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pressions of forgiveness on his tongue and hope in his 
face the lad died. The murderer could not be found. 
His comrades covered him and his crime. The death 
of this colored youth made a deep impression in our 
camp. Evidently on account of his color he was .slain. 
Friendly voices murmured against the crime, and with 
set teeth echoed the settled thought: " Slavery must 
go." 

On January 1, 1863, Mr. Lincoln's promised proc­
lamation was issued. It exceeded the preliminary one 
in intrinsic force and immediate positive effect. 

On the coast of South Carolina our officers, under 
the Confiscation Act, had already enrolled ~rge num­
bers of able-bodied fugitives as soldiers. Near one 
encampment were standing, scattered here and there, 
immense live oaks. Their lateral branches often cov­
ered a circuit of from seventy-live to a hundred feet, 
and innumerable birds lived and sang among the rest­
less leaves. Not far from Beaufort under the shade of 
these magnificent trees the first tidings of the grand 
proclamation were read to a regiment of negroes. 
Their joy and enthusiasm were unbounded. 

Even before the close of 1862 many thousands of 
blacks of all ages, clad in rags, with no possessions 
except the nondescript bundles of all sizes which the 
adults carried on their backs, had come together 
at Norfolk, Hampton, Alexandria, and Washington. 
Sickness, want of food and shelter, sometimes result­
ing in crime, appealed to the sympathies of every feel­
ing heart. Landless, homeless, helpless families in 
multitudes, including a proportion of wretched white 
people, were flocking northward from Tennessee and 
Kentucl{y, Arkansas and Missouri. They were, it is 
true, for a time not only relieved by army rations, 
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spasmodically issued, but were met most kindly by 
various volunteer societies of the North - societies 
which gathered their means from churches and indi­
viduals at home and abroad. 

During the spring of 1863, many different groups 
and crowds of freedmen and refugees, regular and ir­
regular, were located near the long and broken line 
of division between the armies of the North and 
South, ranging from Maryland to the Kansas border 
and along the coast from Norfolk, Va., to New 
Orleans, La. They were similar in character and 
condition to those already described. Their vir­
tues, their vices, their poverty, their sicknesses, their 
labors, their idleness, their excess of joy, and their ex­
tremes of suffering were told to our home people by 
every returning soldier or agent, or by the mission­
aries who were soliciting the means of relief. Soon 
in the North an extraordinary zeal for humanity, quite 
universal, sprang up, and a Christian spirit which was 
never before exceeded began to prevail. The result 
was the organizing of numerous new bodies of asso­
ciated workers, whose influence kept our country free 
from the ills attending emancipation elsewhere; it 
saved us from negro insurrection, anarchy, and bloody 
massacre, with which the proslavery men and even 
the conservative readers of history had threatened 
the land. 

The Secretary of the Treasury, Salmon P. Chase, 
always anxious for successful emancipation, had had 
brought to his attention early in 1862 the accumula­
tions of the best cotton on abandoned sea-island plan­
tations; there was the opportunity to raise more; and 
the many slaves in the vicinity practically set free and 
under governmental control, could be worked to advan­
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tage. The cotton was to be collected by Treasury 
agents and the freedmen benefited. 

During the summer of 1864, Wm. Pitt Fessenden, 
who had replaced Mr. Chase as Secretary of the Treas­
ury, inaugurated a new plan for the freedmen and the 
abandoned lands. He appointed and located super­
vising special agents of his Department in different 
portions of the South which were now free from Con­
federate troops. These agents had charge of the 
freedmen. Each was to form here and there settle­
ments on abandoned estates, each denominated a 
" Freedman's Home Colony," and situated in his own 
district, and he must appoint a supervisor for such 
colonies as he should establish. A number of such 
colonies were formed. The supervisor provided build­
ings, obtained work animals and implements of hus­
bandry and other essential supplies; he kept a book 
of record, which mentioned the former owner of the 
land, the name, age, residence, and trade or occupa­
tion of each colonist; all births, deaths, and marriages; 
the coming and going of each employee, and other like 
data. These agents and supervisors were sometimes 
taken under military control by the local commander, 
and sometimes operated independently. 

Under this plan the freed people were classified for 
fixed wages varying from $10 to $25 per month, ac­
cording to the class, and whether male or female. 
There was a complete and detailed system of employ­
ment. Food and clothing were guaranteed at cost, 
and all parties concerned were put under written con­
tracts. For a time in some places this system worked 
fairly well. It was a stepping-stone to independence. 
The working people usually had in the supervisors 
and treasury agents friendly counselors; and when 
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minor courts of any sort were established under them 
for hearing complaints of fraud or oppression, these 
officials reviewed the cases and their decisions were 
final. These were rather short steps in the path of 
progress! They were experiments. 

From the time of the opening of New Orleans in 
1862 till 1865, different systems of caring for the es­
caped slaves and their families were tried in the South­
west. Generals Butler and Banks, each in his turn 
sought to provide for the thousands of destitute freed­
men in medicines, rations, and clothing. Colonies 
were soon formed and sent to abandoned plantations. 
'A sort of general poor farm was established and called 
" the Home Colony." Mr. Thomas W. Conway, when 
first put in charge of the whole region as "Superin­
tendent of the Bureau of Free Labor," tried to impress 
upon all freedmen who came under his charge in these 
home colonies that they must work as hard as if 
they were employed by contract on the plantation of 
a private citizen. His avowed object, and indeed 
that of every local superintendent, was to render 
the freedmen self-supporting. One bright freedman 
said: "I always kept master and me. Guess I can 
keep me." 

Two methods at :(irst not much in advance of sla­
:very were used: one was to force the laborers to toil; 
and the second, when wages were paid, to fix exact 
rates for them by orders. Each colony from the first 
had a superintendent, a physician, a clerk, and an in­
structor in farming. The primary and Sunday schools 
were not wanting, and churches were encouraged. 

Early in 1863, Gen-'lral Lorenzo Thomas, the ad­
jutant general of the army, was organizing colo:ed 
troops along the Mississippi River. After consultmg 
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various Treasury agents and department commanders, 
including General Grant, and having also the approval 
of :Mr. Lincoln, he issued from Milliken's Bend, La., 
April 15th, a lengthy series of instructions cover­
ing the territory bordering the Mississippi and includ­
ing all the inhabitants. 

He appointed three commissioners, Messrs. Field, , 
Shickle and Livermore, to lease plantations and care 
for the employees. He adroitly encouraged private 
enterprise instead of Government colonies; but he 
fixed the wages of able-bodied men over fifteen years 
of age at $7 per month, for able-bodied women $5 
per month, for children from twelve to fifteen years, 
half price. He laid a tax for revenue of $2 per 400 
Ibs. on cotton, and five cents per bushel on corn aI+d 
potatoes. 

This plan naturally did not work well, for the les­
sees of plantations proved to be for the most part 
adventurers and speculators. Of course such men 
took advantage of the ignorant people. The commis­
sioners themselves seem to have done more for the 
lessees than for the laborers; and in fact the wages 
were from the beginning so fixed as to benefit and 
enrich the employer. Two dollars per month was 
stopped against each of the employed, ostensibly for 
medical attendance, but to most plantations thus leased 
no physician or medicine ever came, and there were 
other attendant cruelties which avarice contrived. 

On fifteen plantations leased by the negroes them­
selves in this region there was a notable success; and 
also in a few instances among the others where human­
ity and good sense .reigned, the contracts were gener­
ally carried out. Here the negroes were contented and 
grateful and were able to lay by small gains. This 
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plantation arrangement along the Mississippi under 
the commissioners as well as the management of nu­
merous infirmary camps passed, about the close of 1863, 
from the vVar to the Treasury Department. A new 
commission or agency, with Mr. W. P. Mellen of the 
Treasury at the head, estabHshed more careful and 
complete regulations than those of General L. Thomas; 
this time it was done decidedly in the interest of the 
laborers. 

Then came another change of jurisdiction. On 
March 11, 1865, General Stephen A. Hurlbut at New 
Orleans assumed the charge of freedmen and labor 
for the state of Louisiana. He based his orders on 
the failure of the Secretary of the Treasury to recog­
nize the regulations of that Secretary's own general 
agent, Mr. Mellen. Mr. Thomas W. Conway was an­
nounced as " Superintendent of Home Colonies," the 
word having a larger extension than before. A reg­
istry of plantations, hire and compensation of labor, 
with a fair schedule of wages, penalties for idleness 
and crime, time and perquisites of labor, the poll tax 
of $2 per year, liens and security for work done, were 
carefully provided for by General Hurlbut's specific 
instructions. 

General Edward R. S. Canby, a little later, from 
Mobile, Ala., issued similar orders, and Mr. Conway 
was also placed over the freedmen's interests in his 
vicinity. Thus the whole freedmen's management for 
Alabama, Southern Mississippi, and Louisiana was 
concentrated under Mr. Conway's control. He re­
ported early in 1865 that there were about twenty col­
ored regiments in Louisiana under pay and that they 
could purchase every inch of confiscated and aban­
doned land in the hands of the Governmen.t in that 
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State. All the soldiers desired to have the land on the 
expiration of enlistment. One regiment had in hand 
$50,000 for the purpose of buying five of the largest 
plantations on the· Mississippi. It was at the time 
thought by many persons interested in the future of 
the freedmen that the abandoned and confiscable lands 
if used for them would afford a wholesome solution 
to the negro problem. 

On December 21, 1864, when the Confederate com­
mander, General 'Vm. J. Hardee, withdrew his troops 
from Savannah, Ga., and our forces thus finish­
ing Sherman's march to the sea, in joyous triumph 
came into the city, I saw plainly enough that the white 
people were overwhelmed with a sense of their defeat 
and helplessness. But it was the precise opposite 
with the slave inhabitants. It was a day of manifest 
joy, for wasn't it a visible answer to their long-con­
tinued and importunate prayers 1 It was a positive 
deliverance from bondage, the ushering in of the fruit­
age of brighter hopes. Certainly so it all appeared 
to these simple souls who met our columns of troops 
at every point in crowds, and with arms akimbo danced 
and sang their noisy welcome. 

A few days after the triumphal entrance, Secre­
tary of 'Val' Stanton came in person from Washington 
to convey his grateful acknowledgment to General 
Sherman aLld his army for their late achievements. 
'Vhile at Savannah he examined into the condition of 
the liberated negroes found in that city. He as­
sembled twenty of those who were deemed their lead­
ers. Among them were barbers, pilots, and sailors, 
some ministers, and others who had been overseers on 
cotton and rice plantations. Mr. Stanton and General 
Sherman gave them a hearing. It would have been 
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wise if our statesmen could have received, digested, 
and acted upon the answers these men gave to their 
questions. Garrison Frazier was the chosen spokes­
man. _ The first question referred to the interpretation 
of Mr. Lincoln's proclamation. Frazier answered 
that it provided that if the States concerned did not 
lay down their arms and submit to the laws of the 
United States before January 1, 1863, all the slaves 
would be free henceforth and forever. 

When asked to define slavery and freedom, he said 
that" Slavery is receiving by irresistible power the 
work of another man, and not by his consent. Free­
dow is taking us from under the yoke of bondaO'e and 
placing us where we can reap the fruit of o:r own 
labor, and take care of ourselves, and assist the Gov­
ernment in maintaining our freedom." 

In answer to a question as to where they would 
rather live, whether scattered among the whites or in 
colonies by themselves, he answered: " I would prefer 
to live by ourselves, for there is a prejudice against 
us in the South that it will take years to get over, but 
I do not know that I can answer for my brethren." 
All but one agreed with Frazier, and that one was a 
Northern negro missionary. 

Mr. Stanton's final question was occasioned by re­
cently published statements that Sherman was Ull­

friendly to the negroes. Question:" State what is the 
feeling of the colored people toward General Sherman; 
and how far do they regard his sentiments and actions 
as friendly to their rights and interests?" The an­
swer, though doubtless somewhat diplomatic, was an 
able one: 

" We looked upon General Sherman prior to his ar­
rival as a man in the providence of God specially set 
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apart to accomplish this work; and we unanimously 
felt inexpressible gratitude to him, looking upon him 
as a man who should be honored for the faithful per­
formance of his duty. Some of us called upon him 
immediately upon his arrival, and it is probable that 
he did not meet the Secretary with more courtesy than 
he did us. His conduct and deportment toward us 
characterized him as a friend and a gentleman. We 
have confidence in General Sherman, and think what 
concerns us could not be in better hands. This is our 
opinion now, from the short acquaintance and inter­
view we have had." 

As a result of this investigation and after consider­
able meditation upon the perplexing problem as to 
what to do with the growing masses of unemployed 
negroes and their families, and after a full consulta­
tion with Mr. Stanton, General Sherman issued his 
Sea-Island Circular, January 16, 1865. In this paper 
the iSlands from Charleston south, the abandoned rice 
fields along the rivers for thirty miles back from the 
sea, and the country bordering the St. Johns River, 
Fla., were reserved for the settlement of the negroes 
made free by the acts of war, and the proclamation 
of the President. 

General Rufus Saxton, already on the ground, was 
appointed Inspector of Settlements and Plantations; 
no other change was intended or desired in the settle­
ments on Beaufort Island which had, for three years 
been established. 

The inspector was required to make proper allot­
ments and give possessory titles and defend them till 
Congress should confirm his actions. It was a bold 
move. Thousands of negro families were distributed 
under this circular, and the freed people regarded 
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themselves for more than six months as in permanent 
possession of these abandoned lands. 

The immediate effect was good. Idle masses were 
sent from cities and villages and from the various 
army columns to find relief and to set out upon a 
course of thrifty industry which was hopeful and help­
ful to their future. 

There were plenty of friendly hands to give aid 
where it was needed. Zealous, self-denying Christian 
teachers followed up the distribution to inaugurate 
primary schools. In one instance, on an island far 
from any white settlement, three maiden ladies of 
wealth who had come from New England started a 
school with all the appliances of object teaching and 
all the neatness of a Northern academy. Officers of 
the army of high rank and their friends, and immi­
grants with their wives and daughters from the North­
ern States took an active interest in this humane work. 
This part of the field came under my earliest personal 
observation. Here I found fairly good schools in J an­
uary, 1865, and visited several of them. 

At that time when with the advance of Sherman's 
army I came to Beaufort, South Carolina, moving that 
way to the North from Savannah, many plantations 
near at hand and on the different sea islands, deserted 
by their owners, had been sold by the United States 
tax commissioners and tax titles given to white immi­
grants from the North, to loyal white refugees, and to 
promising freedmen. Numbers of farms so obtained 
were occupied and under cultivation. One proprietor, 
Mr. C. F. P. Bancroft, had bought in at public auc­
tions, held on the sea islands in March, 1863, thir­
teen plantations. He then employed 400 laborers, aU 
being old men, women, and children. The average 
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earnings of each over and above his house rent, food 
raised by himself, and his own crop of cotton were 
$16.50 per month. This landholder, with $40,000 out­
lay, received a net profit on his sea island cotton of 
$81,000 in one year. He had maintained five schools 
with an attendance of 300 scholars. He also had kept 
in operation five stores wherein $20,000 worth of goods 
such as housekeeping articles and necessary clothing 
were disposed of at cost. 

When our great army came more or less to dis­
turb the peace and quiet of the settlements along the 
coast everything was in a thriving condition. The 
people were happy, the schools appreciated, and the 
future hopeful. The tax titles to the abandoned 
lands were better than those under the Confiscation 
Act, or General Sherman's possessory tenures. These 
tax titles, at a later day, afforded some restriction to 
the merciless decisions and orders which swept over 
all the estates and stripped the freedmen of what they 
possessed. 
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