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Finding
Freedom’s

Edges

The end of the Civil War must not be confused with the end of
slavery. Nor should emancipation be understood as imbuing
freedom with meaning. It would take many people many weeks
to enforce emancipation. It would take many more people a
good deal longer to work out the terms of freedom. But before
the first year was out, it would become abundantly clear to the
South’s former slaves that the freedoms they sought could not be
untangled from the lives that lay behind them. What they had
been, what they had done, and what they had made of and for
themselves under slavery conditioned the futures that unfolded
before them. Liberty, as ex-slaves across the former Confederacy
quickly discovered, came with strings firmly attached.! As black
people strove through the summer and fall to put their lives on
new footings, as presidential policies tipped political power back
into the hands of the South’s former masters, and as planters tal-
lied up the cost of conducting old business on a free-labor basis,
it became clear that, in critical ways and at critical junctures,
these strings attached differently to black women than to black
men. This was especially the case on cotton’s expansive terrain.
By year’s end, those former slaves who had once been prized as
much for the babies they bore as for the pounds they could pick
of the South’s reigning staple found themselves forcibly banished
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to liberty’s furthermost edges by the planters who had previously
owned them. Steeply discounted by a past that hounded their
heels, the region’s former slaves discovered as Christmas ap-
proached that a gendered enslavement had begotten a differently
gendered freedom.

The year 1865 opened in southwest Georgia in much the same
manner as previous years. Despite an upsurge in complaints
from white people about rifled corncribs, missing pigs, and a
more generalized restlessness in the slave quarters, the new year
found black men and black women—particularly those tied to
the larger estates—hard at their usual routines. As Abraham
Lincoln’s government reflected on the impending Thirteenth
Amendment, southwest Georgia’s slaves plowed out new ground,
felled trees, rolled logs, repaired fences, and finished turning the
previous year’s crop of hogs into bacon and hams. As nearly two
hundred “companies” of ex-slaves prepared to put a thousand
acres of land at Davis Bend, Mississippi, to the plow, and as Ulys-
ses S. Grant’s enormous, if exhausted, army bore down in late
March on Richmond, Virginia, southwest Georgia’s black men
and black women continued to do their masters’ bidding. Under
the watchful gaze of owners and overseers—many of whom had,
in an effort to maintain old levels of discipline, extended the
workweek to include the whole of the Sabbath—the region’s
slaves planted corn, peas, potatoes, and cane. Howell Cobb’s son
proposed turning the estate’s slaves into soldiers and the overseer
into their captain. “Barwick,” John Cobb remarked, “will make a
good officer for the negroes.” A few weeks later, during the week
of President Lincoln’s murder and days after black soldiers under
Grant’s command led a jubilant procession through the streets
of the former Confederate capital, enslaved southwest Georgians
bedded up fields, opened furrows for seed, and planted their
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masters’ cotton. The same distance that had kept war at arm’s
reach for so long, kept freedom at bay as well. The laborers, a
black man recalled later that year, “work[ed] on the same way”
through that turbulent spring as they had in the past. “All the
people thought they were slaves.”

But not forever: news of Union victory eventually filtered into
even the most remote enclaves of the Confederates’ now defunct
nation. Rumors circulated through the usual channels, newspa-
pers exchanged hands, paroled soldiers straggled home from the
field; and aided by private correspondence, the residents and ref-
ugees of southwest Georgia gradually became aware of the revo-
lutionary turn of events. John Banks, who kept a plantation in
Stewart County, heard of Lee’s surrender, Lincoln’s death, and
the war’s end when he received a letter to that effect in the last
days of April. A. J. Swinney, an Albany shopkeeper, got the news
at about the same time. Such secondhand accounts could be,
and easily were, dismissed by slaveholders unwilling to concede
defeat immediately or voluntarily to a federal government they
deeply despised. More difficult to ignore, however, was the fed-
eral cavalry that finally appeared over the horizon in mid-May,
shattering at last the isolation that in war had made southwest
Georgia such a haven for slaveholders. Dispatched from their
headquarters in Macon, the soldiers made their first stop in
Dougherty County, then swept south into Florida, leaving in
their wake a series of widely scattered and thinly manned garri-
sons. Enforcing emancipation was not, however, the soldiers’
primary duty. They rode under instructions not to end slavery,
but rather to finalize the end of the Confederacy: snooping
out fugitives from Jefferson Davis’s government, accepting the
surrender of any remaining Confederate soldiers, attaching the
thousands of bales of cotton that by then clogged the region’s
warehouses, and confiscating leftover stashes of rebel supplies.
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Having been “issued but few formal orders touching on” the
matter of freedom, whatever acts of liberation resulted from the
cavalry’s whirlwind tour were more incidental than intentional.’

Indeed, the soldiers’ passage served more often to provoke
planters to bear down even harder on black labor than to let
up altogether. Determined to squeeze everything possible out
of their workers before the inevitable overtook them, planters
drove them harder by day and locked them into their cabins by
night. Hissing, as one planter did, that they would rather see
their slaves dead from overexertion than risk losing them or the
year’s crops, slaveholders and their minions applied their whips
more frequently, swung them harder, and reached for them
with shockingly less cause—even by the standards of a class al-
ready notorious for their malevolent brutality. All it took for one
slaveholder to turn on a pregnant black woman—*“bucking and
gagging” then whipping great gouges of flesh from her back
(large enough to contain the length and width of a grown per-
son’s finger, one witness reported)—was a single skein or “knot”
of yarn. That was the amount she fell short of producing two
days in a row. Elsewhere, the dust from fast-riding Yankees had
scarcely settled when both driver and overseer laid into Hannah.
She had left the field without authorization for less than half an
hour. Willis got something of the same, he having let a horse
out of the barn. Aleck committed a considerably greater crime—
he had, in full view of his master, borne witness to a party of
Yankees he had encountered near Thomasville—and he disap-
peared altogether, led away by a gang of white men, never to
be heard from again. Emblematic of a mounting desperation,
planters hurled words as well, hoping to stave off freedom by de-
flating their slaves’ expectations. When Lincoln died, went one
of the more popular of planters’ tall tales, so too did black peo-
ple’s freedom. Numbers of ex-Confederate slaveholders sput-
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tered that emancipation was only a wartime measure, issued for
military purposes and sure to expire in peace. Others assured
their slaves—and themselves—that “slavery in some form will
again be established by the Government,” or held out hope that
bound labor of some other form would take slavery’s place. Re-
inforcing fast words with fast whips worked for a time, dismay-
ing a federal inspector who made his rounds of the region in late
June. Only the immediate and widespread deployment of “bu-
reau” officials—one for every hamlet and village—he advised,
could induce planters to give up their slaves once and for all.*
“Something should be done,” other federal observers con-
curred. But that something would not transpire anytime soon.
The rest of the summer and much of the fall would pass before
the first Freedmen’s Bureau official set foot in southwestern Geor-
gia. Six months would pass before there were more than two, but
not for any locally rooted reason. When Congress created the
Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands in March
1865, it gave it “control of all subjects relating to refugees and
freedmen from rebel states.” But the Freedmen’s Bureau, as the
agency was commonly known, remained unfunded and did not
even begin to take institutional shape until May, when General
Oliver Otis Howard assumed command of it. Further organiza-
tion at the state and subordinate levels dragged on unevenly. In
some states, notably those with a significant Union presence be-
fore the surrender and where federal authorities had already as-
sumed responsibility for the former slaves, the process unfolded
fairly quickly. The Bureau was crippled, however, not only by
limited means but by a shortage of personnel as well (for it relied
on personnel recruited from a rapidly demobilizing army), and
months sometimes elapsed before Howard could arrange the ap-
pointment of assistant commissioners elsewhere in the former
Confederacy. Texas, for instance, did not receive its first assistant
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Clara Barton had scarcely arrived in Sumter County on a sum-
mertime mission to catalogue the Union soldiers who had died
in the Confederate prison at Andersonville, when black visitors
began appearing by the hundreds to see her. “They had all heard”
about freedom, she later recounted to a congressional com-
mittee. Some knew “it from one another.” Those at work on
Benjamin Walters’s plantation heard about it from “four or five
men” who arrived after dark on a Friday evening. “A few knew it
from their masters.” But when it came to black people’s attention
that “a settlement of Yankees [was] forming” at the abandoned
prisoner-of-war camp, and that one of the Yankees, moreover,
was a “lady;” they “commenced to gather around . . . for the
facts.””

Authenticating black liberty was the first order of business,
but it was hardly the only motive for closing the distance be-
tween slavery’s plantations and the Union’s outposts. Crowds
whose composition varied every day quizzed Yankee interlocu-
tors about the contents of those official and usually printed
pronouncements regarding slavery’s end and freedom’s birth,
orders too often read aloud—and edited extemporaneously—by
self-interested masters. Was it true, those who visited the
Andersonville camp repeatedly asked, that the government of
Lincoln expected the former slaves to work six and a half days of
the week for no pay? Assuredly not, replied Barton, who turned
over to colleagues the task of counting corpses in order to read
those orders aloud—day in, day out—until her departure in Au-
gust. Others came bearing mute, and sometimes not so mute,
testimony to slavery’s awful cruelties. People whose lives had
been framed by the trade in black flesh chronicled a genealogical
disaster—of lost children, of broken marriages, and of parents
left in the past. This, recounted Barton when she testified later
before Congress, was a common refrain. The black southwest
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Georgians with whom she conversed “all seemed to apologize
when they were asked where they came from. They would say,
‘We were not raised here.”” Others exhibited wounds of a more
corporal sort, lifting shirts and, in the case of women, the hems
of their skirts, to reveal bellies made gaunt by short rations
and bodies hatched with old scars, half-healed gashes, and some
not healed at all. When the congressional committee expressed
doubts about Barton’s descriptions of the wounds she witnessed
as ex-slaves paraded their pasts through her camp, she refused to
recant. “I believed what I saw. I knew what I saw.”

Once satisfied that they understood some of the facts about
freedom and that northerners understood some of the facts about
slavery, freedpeople usually returned to their old masters’ estates.
Despite loud declarations by former slaveholders throughout the
former Confederacy—including the occasional shrill yelp out
of southwest Georgia—that “the universal impulse of negroes
was to leave the plantation & flock to the cities,” no great exodus
attached to freedom’s heels. To be sure, war had swept a good
many black people out of their cabins and away from their mas-
ters’ plantations. This was particularly true throughout the Mis-
sissippi Valley and the upper South, and along the path of
Sherman’s hard-marching army. Other black people had been
forcibly expelled by spiteful ex-masters “enraged at the loss of
their miscalled property.” Thousands more had left on their own
accord, seizing on a case-by-case basis freedom under cover of
combat and the movement of troops. But as military and north-
ern officials gazed intently across the remnants of the Confeder-
ate nation, they realized that, planters’ assertions aside, the vast
majority of the nation’s former slaves remained in “their old
homes, quietly working.” “In fact,” noted one of Howard’s lieu-
tenants after a midsummer tour through Florida, Georgia, and
both Carolinas, “this is almost universally the case.”
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Black people stayed put for good reason. Cutting loose too
quickly from the sites of their enslavement cost more than most
recently freed slaves were willing—or able—to pay. To leave too
quickly would re-rupture families scarcely recovered from
the shattering effects of the cotton revolution, and sunder those
communities that had lent structure and strength to their lives
under slavery. A too-hasty departure could sever as well access to
sources of subsistence that few of the recently freed could possi-
bly obtain on their own: cabins to live in, wood to burn, clothes
to wear, gardens for vegetables, pastures for hogs, dirt for chick-
ens to scratch. Even more critical, to leave prematurely would be
to lose the advantage of the crop in the ground, the seed of
which they had been sowing as Grant swung his army on Rich-
mond, and the harvest of which represented their future subsis-
tence as much as that of their ex-masters. Abandoning their
spring labor and its consumable fruits was a price ex-slaves re-
peatedly judged too high to pay lightly. Thus it was that rather
than going, most former slaves—particularly those who ended
the war on cotton’s ground—opted to stay, biding their time in
their old homes. Movement, much to the relief of a good many
northern officials, who also feared a wintertime famine, would
be deferred to the future.!

This rootedness was especially apparent in southwestern Geor-
gia, where slavery’s particular regime had bequeathed its survi-
vors a legacy of such pitiful proportions as to preclude a hasty
departure. Oppressively long workdays that had stretched too of-
ten into the night, fledgling communities, and youthful families
endowed former slaves with flimsy foundations on which to es-
tablish new lives far apart from old masters. No Edisto Islanders
here, denizens of the South Carolina low country who exited
slavery with caches of “property in Horses, cattle, carriages, &
articles of furniture,” amassed under rice’s distinctive regime.

repRy
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Most of southwest Georgia’s ex-slaves owned nothing more
than the shirts on their backs, and perhaps, if their masters had
mounted a successful defense against Confederate agents, a spare
change of clothes. A few had, by dint of extending those already
long days further into their nights, or by mastering skills prized
by free neighbors, managed to accumulate small lots of prop-
erty: a flock of chickens, a pig, a few articles of clothing, and per-
haps a trunk in which to stow them. Sumter County’s Arnold
Cater, a blacksmith by trade, owned a little of each when slavery
collapsed, carrying away from his former master’s estate “chick-
ens, furniture, bed and bedding,” as well as his sorely abused wife
and a small babe. It was sufficient for Cater and his wife to estab-
lish an autonomous foothold in freedom. By midsummer, the
Caters had found a house of their own in which she bore a baby
that had been conceived under slavery, and Arnold practiced his
craft for a dollar a day. The majority of black southwest Geor-
gians, however, could only dream of such early autonomy. Liber-
ated “without lands, without money, without provisions,” what
most of southwest Georgia’s eighty thousand or so former slaves
owned, if they owned anything at all, was a stake in the crop in
the ground. Thus rather than observing slavery’s death by hitting
the roads, a decision that would cost them corn, community, and
cabins in which to reside, they, like a good many other heirs to
the South’s many slave regimes, marked it by sticking close to old
homes.!!

As the oppressively hot summer days closed in, the institution
that had survived the war largely intact finally collapsed, pushed
to its death as much by black people claiming their liberty as by
military officials and the orders they published. The number of
masters and mistresses still clinging to fanciful delusions that the
nation’s high court would find emancipation unconstitutional,
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or plotting removal to a place where slavery remained legal,
dropped by the day. In most cases, pragmatism of pocket and
politics won out. Even the truest champions of secession were
coming to admit that slavery was done and that their best op-
portunity for making a full recovery lay in their southern es-
tates. With alternatives fading away, southwest Georgia’s planters
finally conceded defeat. Sometime in early July, David Barrow
“declared freedom” to a hundred or so black people who proba-
bly already considered themselves free. Benjamin Yancey fol-
lowed suit on his Dougherty County plantations a week or
two later. Before the end of the month, former Confederate gen-
eral Howell Cobb issued his own emancipatory announcement
to the black men and black women sequestered on his Sumter
County estates. Even diehard rebels like William Stiles, who had
shepherded his property out of north Georgia in the last year of
the war and who continued to nurture a fierce grudge against
the victorious North, could not escape what was now inevitable.
After much grumbling and prevarication, Stiles yielded some-
time in August, giving up on an ambition to hold his workers in
rhetorical, if not bona fide, bondage at least through the end of
the year. As Stewart County diarist and former slaveholder John
Banks noted, the “effects of emancipation” were at last beginning
“to be felt” in the place Confederates had previously known as
Goshen.!?

Those effects were not felt as sharply as they might have been.
Shifts in the national political climate cushioned slaveholders’
fall. Rumors had abounded that a vengeful, victorious Union
planned to strip secessionists of all forms of property, of civil
and political rights, and perhaps even more—defeating the re-
bellious South not only on fields of battle but in every dimen-
sion of everyday life. Andrew Johnson’s ascension to Lincoln’s
old office in April intensified those fears. After all, it was Johnson
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who, as Lincoln’s vice president, had pledged to punish all rebels
as the traitors he believed them to be. “Treason must be made
infamous and traitors must be impoverished,” southerners re-
membered the new president declaring only a few months be-
fore. Some worried that they might be made to pay for secession
and the subsequent war with their lives. Such a prospect looked
all too possible to white southwest Georgians after the May 1865
arrest by federal authorities of Henry Wirz, the rebel major who
had presided over the carnage at Andersonville prison. Indeed,
the prospect of further arrests for the deaths of thousands of
captive soldiers prompted delegations of Sumter County’s white
women to stifle their distaste for everything Yankee and submit a
bid for clemency. Shortly after Barton’s arrival, they began to ap-
proach her encampment, “very neighborly, very bland,” on self-
appointed missions to wipe the living clean of all crime by cast-
ing the wrongdoing onto the backs of the dead. “They wanted to
screen Wirz,” Barton explained before Congress, “because if they
could get the matter to stop [with] him, that was the last would
be heard of it—there was no going over that; but if it went over
him, there was no knowing how far it would go. So they screened
everybody but {General John] Winder,” Wirz’s immediate, but
conveniently deceased, boss.!*

Those white women need not have labored so hard. Further
arrests were not forthcoming. The new national president, ex-
Confederates were coming to realize, was more bark than bite.
Indeed, Johnson’s bluster subsided considerably in the weeks
following his promotion, and then stilled almost entirely when
he proposed a scheme for restoring the rebellious states to the
Union. Left to his own devices, for both houses of Congress were
in recess and would remain so until December, Lincoln’s succes-
sor drew up a surprisingly magnanimous plan, offering to return
to ex-rebels control over their lives, their laws, their land, and,
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borers whose contribution to productive activities would be the
most difficult to replace: carpenters, mechanics, and craftsmen
generally. Taking the first tentative steps forward in a process by
which former slaves would reconstitute themselves as a new la-
boring class, “Jack (foreman)” and “Jerry (blacksmith)” received
assurances from their old master, McQueen McIntosh, that they
would receive in return for their services “fifteen dollars per
month” in “money” They “prefer the same,’ acknowledged the
man who had once owned them and endeavored now to keep
them.'®
Planters acknowledged as well a new temporality. Slavery had
been for life, wage labor was not, and nothing symbolized as
clearly the absolute end of enslavement as the termination dates
embedded in those inaugural contracts. Because planters wanted
to ensure that they had sufficient laborers at hand during the
critical weeks of fall harvest, contracts and crops usually
wrapped up at roughly the same time. Most former slaveholders
stuck to antebellum slave-hire tradition, releasing their laborers
from employment the night before Christmas, or on Christmas
Day. Others, hoping perhaps to get a jump on the next season,
kept their workers fully engaged until New Year’s Day. Then
there were those like Benjamin Yancey, who hired his former
slaves back for the somewhat ambiguous “balance of the year.”
But if termination dates reflected an explicit acknowledgment
of slavery’s demise, commencement dates spoke of planters’ re-
grets. None seemed to have started their contractual clocks tick-
ing with either the fall of Richmond or Lee’s surrender. A few
began counting forward from the day the first federal soldiers
arrived on the scene; a small number of others keyed the com-
mencement of contract to the date they first read one or another
government order regarding freedom and free labor. Nancy Da-
vis’s owner agreed to start paying her on May first, the day the

o
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freedwoman recalled being “told freedom commenced.” The vast
majority of planters did nothing, however, until June, well after
President Johnson had launched his benign policy of reunion.
McQueen McIntosh dated the commencement of wage labor on
the twelfth of that month; David Johnston, two weeks later. The
contract William Wilkinson drew up took effect the second week
of August. Others delayed even longer. Despite urgent reminders
from his Sumter County overseer, John Cobb had not drawn up
a contract as late as the last week of August. A good many more
failed to ever commit their new arrangements to writing. They
preferred “agreement(s] verbal,” a practice that secured them a
good deal of interpretive room. But by admitting to the new re-
alities of productive relations in practice, if not in print, even
those who relied on oral agreements departed significantly from
a past that had required no agreement whatsoever.'

For former slaveholders, that was concession enough. Auction
blocks stood vacant, slavery for life was an acknowledged thing
of the past, and black laborers, they realized, must henceforth be
paid for services performed. But the revolution stopped right
about there. In most planters’ minds, managers, not workers,
would be the sole and final arbiters of productive relations.
Theirs was a unilateralism that expressed itself early, for it was
the rare former slaveholder who freely admitted any ex-slave
into the contracting process. Dismissing as utterly nonsensical
both northerners’ belief in a harmony of capital and labor, and
what one observer derisively dismissed as black people’s ““airs’
about ‘freedom and equality,” planters monopolized the bar-
gaining process. Negotiation, as James Harrison understood
when he dealt directly with the man who had once owned the
woman he intended to hire, was a white person’s prerogative.
Some exercised that right informally, “interchanging opinions”
with their landowning neighbors, arriving occasionally at a com-
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Some brought complaints against one another. Felix Massey car-
ried his case to the Freedmen’s Bureau office at Thomasville after
Sidney Burden ambushed him along a country road, attempted
to gouge out his eyes, and then fired a pistol his way “contrary to
the laws of the United States” Samuel Green, Frank McElvey,
and William Culpepper just wanted the right to play an uninter-
rupted game of cards during nonworking hours. Another man
named Green was fed up with the curses and blows rained down
on him by his old owner’s agent. Although federal officials hesi-
tated to tamper excessively with existing contractual arrange-
ments, revoking only the patently fraudulent or abusive out of
a conviction that wage work fully performed best instilled in ex-
slaves the habits of industry and thrift appropriate to a free
people, they acted with alacrity in most other cases: calling wit-
nesses, taking statements, summoning defendants, passing judg-
ments, and levying fines on those they found guilty. “Madam,”
C. C. Richardson wrote on November 13 to one of Thomas
County’s former slaveholding mistresses, “Maria, a colored wo-
man has shown me that she is capable of supporting her child,
and further states that the child is in your possession. Pleas de-
liver the child over to her charge, well clothed and oblidge.”
Northern authorities especially wanted planters to abandon
the physical compulsions most Yankees associated with the worst
abuses of bondage. Freedpeople, they generally agreed, must
learn to abide by the terms of their contracts. But they must not
be made to obey by physical force. Corporal punishment had no
place in a free-labor system, and as Davis Tillson advised white
Georgians shortly after his arrival in the state, their continued
reliance on whips and fists would only make wage workers “un-
settled, suspicious, restless, and unprofitable.” Insisting instead
that the “freedpeople must be made to feel safe” and that the law
rather than the lash provided the most appropriate means for
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resolving workplace disputes, Bureau agents cracked down on
planters and their agents who continued to crack down on black
workers. In southwest Georgia, that meant hauling them in on
charges of kicking, beating, knifing, whipping, shooting, and
otherwise harming their former slaves. The Bureau’s agent at
Thomasville, C. C. Richardson, had scarcely established his office
when complaints began to pour in, and he opened his register
with an account of T. J. Lightfoot’s assault on “Richard (freed-
man)” for refusing to fetch “a gun to shoot one Dangerfield,
‘Freedman.” A few days later, Henry Stringer, “a Freedman who
being duly sworn” recounted how his former owner had “made
a violent assault upon him, and then [and] there did Stab him
with a knife” In less than a month at his post, Richardson col-
lected one hundred dollars in fines and jailed at least one for-
mer slaveholder—all, he reported, for “cruelties practiced on
freed[people].””

Going to the law, especially law enforced by federal officials,
paid off. Although such actions were risky (planters took a dim
view of workers who sought assistance from Bureau officials)
and never entirely successful (violence or the threat of violence
would remain a feature of everyday life), the level of abuse of ex-
slaves by ex-slaveholders declined precipitously. Repulsed by the
thought of “being arrested by the ‘d—d Yankees™” on charges
brought by those one white woman dismissed as “nig[s],” em-
ployers with a penchant for the more coercive forms of planta-
tion discipline began to think twice before landing a blow, pull-
ing a knife or stinting on laborers’ rations. Even those who had
been recruited specifically for their expertise “in the art of farm-
ing and managing negroes,” who competed to see who “pro-
duce[d] the most corn and cotton to the acre,” and who were
long accustomed to serving as “both judge and jury” in deciding
workplace disputes, scaled back the punishments they had tradi-
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tionally meted out. Indeed, Nathan Barwick, the Sumter County
overseer who had been identified in the last days of the war by
his boss as an ideal candidate to lead an army of slaves into bat-
tle, and who had once been the object of neighborhood gossip
for treating his slaves “rite Ruff,” had by the middle of August
laid aside his whip. Beating, he sighed to his absentee employer
after recounting a worrying rise in recalcitrance and of people
inclined to work “mity badly,” was a thing of the past. Too bad,
he confessed with callous nostalgia. If permitted to whip, he said,
“I would know what to do.”?

As black men and black women edged their old masters out of
their lives, they accelerated the process of social and domestic
reconstitution begun in the years before freedom. To be sure,
other items figured into freedom’s agendas: the acquisition of
property in land, education for themselves and their children, se-
curing the independence of institutions—especially churches—
that had been formed under slavery and under the oversight of
white people. But for former slaves whose domestic and personal
lives had been buffeted roughly and repeatedly by migration to
the cotton frontier and its corollary trade in black labor, suturing
together domestic and affective connections tended to top their
plans for the immediate future. Family reconstitution took on
urgency as well for those whose lives had been further disrupted
by the wartime flights of fugitive slaveholders, many of whom
began “bothering” their former owners by midsummer for per-
mission to “visi[t] their kin afar off when the crop [was] laid by.”
Sinai, however, was satisfied to make do with a less corporal con-
nection. A survivor of both patterns of movement, she relayed a
request through her former master to her former (and absentee)
mistress for the latter “to send her her age.” Sinai had lost during
the course of her forced migrations the Bible that had contained

rw‘}
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the date and location of her birth. It was more than age, how-
ever, that Sinai was seeking. In misplacing the Bible, she had mis-
placed textual ties to a family she perhaps no longer knew in per-
son. To restore the where and when of her birth was to begin
restoring her place among kin.”

Sinai was hardly alone in wanting to locate herself within a
lineage of her own flesh and blood. As black southwest Geor-
gians carefully lifted the oppressive weight of cotton’s antebel-
lum regime, they began to reach out for those faraway and long-
ago families. Combing the past for loved ones and then repairing
the ruptures that had resulted from bondage was no easy task,
and there were no assurances of success. Time, travel, and travail
had distorted the faces and places involuntary migrants had kept
carefully stored in their heads. Memories were fungible, Esquire
Sherman discovered. “There is no place called Orange Court
House, and no man named Archibald Dixon,” Bureau officials
explained after the Dougherty County freedman launched an at-
tempt to retrieve his son by first locating the man who had last
owned him. For those whose recollections were sharper, fresher,
and better mapped onto the physical landscape, mending do-
mestic relations came somewhat easier. This was especially the
case with those who had been brought into the region during the
war. With clear recollections of where they had come from and
how to get back, wartime refugees had become by year’s end a
regular fixture out on the roads as whole plantations of black
men and black women packed up their belongings and departed
for the places they knew as home. A party of eleven embarked in
December for South Carolina. Fourteen left at about the same
time for North Carolina, hoping, they told Sidney Andrews, to
arrive in time for Christmas. Another one hundred embarked
shortly thereafter for their old homes in “Middle Georgia.” Most
traveled in large parties, and as had been the case under slavery,
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women rarely traveled alone. Indeed, although Adam dearly
wished to be reunited with his wife (she ended the war in south
Georgia, he in the north), and Sinai’s husband yearned to have
her join him in Savannah, both urged the women to wait where
they were until the men could arrange safe passage. None, how-
ever, intended to wait very long; going home was much too
important to postpone any longer. By early December, refugee
planters stood helpless as the property they had struggled to save
from the war turned and headed in the other direction. “It is es-
timated that in this Section of the State,” J. P. Stevens, late of Lib-
erty County, lamented from near Newton, that “there are not
less than 1200 to 1500 Negroes who have Signified their determi-
nation to return” to the coast. Nothing he or other former own-
ers said, nothing they threatened—including a winter of want
and starvation for those who vacated their plantations—and
nothing they promised, such as hearty assurances of “ample sub-
sistence” and high wages to any who stayed where they were,
could stem the outbound migration. “They are ignorant, impul-
sive, destitute of foresight, & deaf to reason,” Stevens complained
of restless ex-slaves in an eleventh-hour plea for assistance from
a federal official. “I have endeavored patiently to explain to those
on my plantation, the folly of their contemplated course of ac-
tion but they seem to be inflexible in their purposes & plans.”*
Stephens and his ilk fretted too much. Travel on the scale they
witnessed was largely confined to those whose lives had been
disrupted by wartime migration. The vast majority of the re-
gion’s former slaves, people who had been carried into the re-
gion by traders and slaveholders in the years between settlement
and secession, tended to stay put, as reluctant at the end of the
year as they had been in the days following freedom to abandon
what they had made for themselves under slavery. Unlike the ref-
ugees, they already occupied the places they now knew as home.
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For them, breaking free of their ex-masters’ orbits opened up
opportunities, not to embark on new lives in new locations, but
to develop, without dislodging, the families, friendships, and
communities they had tenderly assembled in slavery. Some cou-
ples took advantage of their newfound access to courts of law
and federal officials to formalize existing marital unions or to
enter “Solemnly, duly & legally” into wholly new ones, as did
Harry, who met Mary in the late days of the war. Others di-
vorced, liberating themselves from unions that had formed, then
fractured, under the pressures of slavery, as the Petersons did
after a marriage of twenty-some years, four children, and multi-
ple masters. Parents embarked upon frequently lengthy and con-
tentious missions to recover children from former masters, some
of whom refused to extend freedom to the youngest of their
property, or boasted that black mothers and fathers should ex-
pect to “sweat” before they saw their children again. Churches
that had been established under slavery began the equally te-
dious process of creeping out from under white oversight. Ham-
pered by old laws still on the books that denied Georgia’s former
slaves the right to buy property in their own names, by a thicket
of denominational requirements, and by a dearth of the material
means necessary to create and maintain church structures and
staffs, these churches struggled to their feet. Like emergent black
churches more generally, years would pass before they stood
firmly on their own. But before the end of the year, black con-
gregations in Thomasville, Americus, Albany, Blakely, and else-
where had put those processes into motion. Slowly but surely,
black women drifted back into church spaces, filling up with
their bodies and voices sanctuaries that had been closed to most
of them by cotton’s gendered demands. This is our church, we
“payed for” it, a group of female black Baptists near Cuthbert
would shout six years later in a dispute that not only resulted in
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the dismissal of a black male teacher but signaled women’s re-
turn to what had been under slavery the special prefecture of
southwest Georgia’s black men.*

New institutions also gradually took form, and few of these
were more important in freedpeople’s minds than schools for
themselves and their children. Acutely aware of the advantages
that came to those who could read, write, add, and subtract—
skills critical to making and enforcing the labor agreements un-
der which almost all of them labored—ex-slaves eagerly and
“intence[ly]” scraped together their scarce pennies to rent ram-
shackle rooms, purchase supplies, and support what was, in
the first year of their freedom, a homegrown cadre of black
teachers. Although their pedagogical efforts paled considerably
when compared to those that had been launched in cities like Sa-
vannah—where a much more richly endowed population of ur-
ban-based ex-slaves had earlier that year established a system of
schools for hundreds of students, conducted by nineteen black
teachers, and funded by thousands of dollars—black southwest
Georgians took considerable pride in the few institutions they
brought into existence. By the end of November, Thomasville
boasted of three small schools devoted to the education of freed-
people’s children. Another forty recently freed scholars ranging
in ages from 5 to 32 (two-thirds of whom were male) attended
ex-slave Peter R. Hines’s modest academy in Albany. Small
though their numbers might be, the whole of the Albany contin-
gent—from Mamie the youngest to Robert the oldest—were, as
their teacher proudly observed, exceedingly “anxious to learn.”
Enthusiasm was not enough to sustain early and indigenous
efforts at black education in southwest Georgia, however. As
strapped for resources as were the churches, all four schools shut
their doors for good before the close of the year.*

Nothing demonstrated black people’s freedom from bondage
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as much as freedom from physical dependence on their former
masters. It was not enough to simply lay claim to a greater por-
tion of their day-to-day lives by reducing the labor they allowed
their old owners, or to have “the privilege of buying their [own]
supplies, without being allowanced,” as a group of Early County
ex-slaves demanded of their astonished ex-master later that fall.
Most former slaves aspired to outright possession of the means
of production and to live, as a black Charlestonian patiently ex-
plained, “on our own hook.” These efforts could take the form of
independently owned and operated groceries, blacksmith shops,
taverns, livery stables, or, as was the choice of a handful of freed-
women in Portsmouth, Virginia, small cookshops from which
to serve the appetites of an urban clientele. But those whose
pasts belonged to the fields—and these were by far the largest
contingent of the South’s former slaves—looked to the land for
an autonomous future. Indeed, this was the message conveyed
by a group of black ministers when asked by one of the Union’s
most feared generals to advise how best the nation’s former
slaves could take care of themselves, and how they might “assist

» «

the Government in maintaining [their] freedom.” “The way we

‘can best take care of ourselves,” the ministers answered, “is to

have land, and turn it and till it by our own labor.” Although the
ministers went on to suggest at that January 1865 meeting that
black people should be required to “buy it and make it their
own,” the general to whom they spoke made land appreciably
easier for ex-slaves to acquire. Within days of that memorable
meeting, William T. Sherman set aside a large stretch of the At-
lantic coastline for the exclusive settlement of the Confederacy’s
former slaves. By early April, Union authorities had already set-
tled something on the order of thirty-five thousand black men
and black women on what came to be popularly known as the
Sherman Reserve—a thirty-mile-wide strip that extended from
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sary, one of the president’s pardons, dispossessed former Con-
federates could be reinstated to land they had lost during the
war. Only those black settlers with viable titles of their own
stood any chance of staying in place beyond the end of the
year. As General Howard explained to heartbroken audiences on
Edisto Island, South Carolina, and elsewhere that fall, everyone
else who occupied plots on the Sherman Reserve or similar land
under federal control must make arrangements to vacate their
homesteads or to enter into wage-labor agreements. The soil, he
told them, would soon revert to its previous owners.”

As prospects for a large-scale redistribution of property grew
dimmer, so did the possibility that southwest Georgia’s ex-slaves
might secure their freedom in land. A few tried, cutting prag-
matic deals with war-weary small farmers and yeomen ready to
turn part, if not all, of their operations over to the “exclusive”
control of black farmers. A few simply squatted in place, refus-
ing, one planter howled, “to surrender their houses or leave the
plantations.” But such efforts were doomed from the start. As
settlers on the Sherman Reserve had already discovered, digging
freedom out of the soil (however one came to occupy it)
required significant capital investment that few former slaves
could immediately afford. This was especially true for those
whose slavery had bequeathed them a material legacy of puny
proportions. The few lengths of ribbon, plugs of tobacco, or
changes of clothes that accompanied black southwest Georgians
out of bondage did not go far toward making a farm, and crops
do not grow well by themselves. Even the hardiest require some
form of capital and technological assistance. William Wells man-
aged to finagle access to five hundred acres of good land, but
failed in the end for the want of a mule. The agricultural enter-
prise launched collectively by thirty or so freedpeople in Decatur
County failed for the want of everything else. Entering into their
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experiment without the tools needed to work up the soil, the
seed to drill into it, or even the rations to live on until the crops
started to ripen, the farmers were forced almost immediately to
abandon their own fields to take up wage-paying positions on
land belonging to others. Perhaps “if these Freedmen had a suf-
ficiency of Food and Stock to run the farm,” a Bureau official re-
ported after conducting a close investigation of the aborted af-
fair, “they could make a living but under the circumstances I see
no way for them to feed themselves without subsisting almost
Entirely upon their neighbors.”*

One group of black farmers did manage to put seed in the
ground and feed themselves without depending upon the good-
will (or employment) of their neighbors. Well organized, well
funded, and backed by layers of federal authority, they came to
stand out for the success of their farming experiment. They also
stood out because they were newcomers to postwar southwest-
ern Georgia, the first of them arriving out of the northeast from
Wilkes County toward the end of November. Heirs to a past
shaped on the leading rather than the lagging edge of the state’s
cotton revolution, the Wilkes County colonists (as they were
popularly known) were able to convert social and material gains
made under a much older slavery into a freedom of remarkable
and propertied proportions. By late September, their project was
well under way. As southwest Georgia’s indigenous black people
fought for the right to labor a less taxing day, more than two
thousand former slaves “of which the larger portion were males”
gathered together in Wilkes County to discuss setting up entirely
free of their old masters’ control. Located on lands long past
their agricultural prime (the county had been settled before the
American Revolution and put to cotton shortly thereafter), still
reeling from General Sherman’s march through their midst, and
bedeviled by “bushwhackers” and “jayhawkers” who delighted in
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“burning and beating negroes to get money,” “many yea thou-
sand[s]” of the county’s ex-slaves concluded that their interests
were better served by moving away than by staying. Reaching
into pockets fattened by years of investment in resources of time,
mobility, and materials they, as slaves, had won—individually,
collectively, and carefully—from their owners, the Wilkes
County freedpeople contributed “different Sums of Money vary-
ing from four to Seventy Dollars” to one of the most impressive
cooperative settlement schemes put into place by the South’s for-
mer slaves. Within two months, their kitty held close to seven
thousand dollars, and its guardians expected the level to climb
by at least three thousand dollars more. It was money enough to
purchase or lease a fully appointed, ready-to-plow plantation,
the supplies to make it productive, and a year’s worth of rations
for those who would farm it.”

At first the colonists considered locating close to their known
homes. But after discussing the matter with a senior Bureau of-
ficial who reminded them that the far eastern end of the state’s
cotton kingdom had little to offer beyond “worn out” soil and
surly white occupants, the colonists shifted their gaze toward Al-
bany. Even after four years of war, southwest Georgia continued
to attract aspiring agriculturalists. Its land remained fertile and
thinly populated enough that the best of it could still be bought
for less than three or four dollars per acre. Following a path
carved into the ground by thousands of bound workers, migrat-
ing planters, and those who had made their livings catering to
cotton’s demands, the colonists sent two representatives shop-
ping for a settlement site. It took a few weeks and much touring
of potential locations and careful inspection of several locations,
but the point men, Lawrence Speed and Wallace Sherman, even-
tually found what they wanted in Dougherty County: a five-
hundred-acre established estate situated in comforting proxim-
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ity to the Bureau office recently opened in Albany. Davis Tillson
believed that the former slaveholders of southwest Georgia
would make decent neighbors, or at least would make “no objec-
tions” to their presence. Sherman and Speed were not quite as
sure. They liked being within a half-dozen miles of a federal
agent. Leaving the latter, a former provost marshal by the name
of Gideon Hastings, to look after their interests, the two colo-
nists were soon on their way back to Wilkes County, eager to
begin preparing and packing for their pending migration. The
plan, which they ultimately realized, was to be back on the
Dougherty plantation in time to put in a full complement of
cotton and corn for the upcoming agricultural season.”

All this initiative on the part of their former slaves was simply
too much for most of southwest Georgia’s former slaveholders.
Declaring themselves bedeviled and “out Done” by freedmen
and freedwomen who not only refused to serve them like slaves
but showed themselves altogether too eager to treat white people
like equals in matters pertaining to etiquette, landowning, and
law, planters’ moods grew progressively darker. This was not the
productive and political order they had intended to nurse into
being. Rather than restoring the substance of a slaveholder’s sys-
tem, they felt its remaining foundations giving way under their
feet, eroded by those they had hoped to contain and constrain by
means of unilateral labor agreements and a continued recourse
to whips. “Freedom,” one sighed to another in early October as it
became apparent that planters’ dominion was slipping, “runs
badly down this way.”»

Indeed, freedom ran so badly in some white people’s minds
that a few resumed earlier discussions about cashing in, selling
off, or at the very least diversifying their productive portfolios in
order to reduce their reliance on people who refused to jump at
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4), imbued planters with renewed hope. After all, the restoration
of state and local authority afforded former slaveholders and
planters two significant advantages. First, and most obvious,
the reorganization of the state’s lawmaking and law-enforcing
apparatus would render federal involvement redundant, giving
southern citizens ample excuse to edge the national government
and its increasingly annoying Bureau officials out of their lives
and away from their estates. Indeed, planters across the South
had been servicing this point every time they alluded to their
particular gift for knowing black people’s “wants” and “the best
mode, and manner” for exploiting their labor. Second, with the
state courts, legislatures, and police powers back in their
hands—or at least in those of people born on the free side of a
slaveholding system—planters anticipated being able to replicate
through those structures much of the personal and productive
authority they had lost along with the war. In the right hands,
they believed, the law could be made to stand in for the brutal
and now thoroughly proscribed machineries of chattel slavery.
As a perceptive Bureau official pithily observed from Mississippi
in early November, former slaveholders had “an ulterior motive”
in their rush to restore their state and local governments. “If they
can once get free of all [federal] control,” Samuel Thomas warned
General Howard, “they know they can do as they please with the
negro.”#

Thomas’s caution came a little too late, if Johnson’s adminis-
tration felt inclined to heed it at all. The seven former Confeder-
ate states that fell under the provisions of the president’s Recon-
struction were already well on their way to shaking off that
federal control by the time the general set his pen to paper.
South Carolina and Mississippi had been especially quick off the
mark and would finish much of their work before recessing for
Christmas, but Georgia was not far behind. By the first week of

[
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December, the state’s general assembly had sat down to business
in Milledgeville, where they promptly took up the problem of
free labor by taking in hand an “Act to authorize and regulate
contracts between master and servant,” the creation of a com-
mittee appointed in early November by the president of the con-
stitutional convention. Chillingly similar to the “black codes”
under construction in Mississippi and South Carolina—legisla-
tion that sharply restricted black people’s ability to direct their
own lives and control their own labor—the authors of Georgia’s
proposal elevated planters’ self-serving vision of free labor to
the level of state law. Leaving little but the choice of employers
to workers’ discretion, the act secured for planters what they had
given themselves in the contracts drafted the preceding summer:
workdays that stretched from daylight to dark, unquestioned
obedience, and an uncontestable authority to determine all causes
for dismissal. A “master,” wrote the authors of a law that with the
governor’s signature would have put the state at planters’ private
disposal, “may discharge his servant” for negligence, indolence,
intemperance, absence without leave, and the “want of respect
gnd civility for himself, his family,” his guests, or his agents.*
Even if the legislature were to complete its business before
the holiday recess, the law applied only if laborers remained
in the fields. That was not yet enough for southwest Georgia’s
anxious former masters, who had convinced themselves that the
former slaves intended “to quit at Christmas & go up the Coun-
try some here & some there,” a situation guaranteed, they be-
lieved, to “ruin themselves & the entire planting interest—if
some measure is not adopted to Keep them where they are” Not
trusting the state to act quickly enough, and doubtful that fed-
eral officials could or would do any better, planters stepped into
action. Availing themselves of a political reorganization that
extended from statehouse to courthouse to the smallest town
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the late-summer lull in agricultural routine known as the lay-
by. But planters soon picked up the pace, deliberately shortening
the payroll before wages came due. Condemned as “superfluous
‘help,” those reckoned incapable of producing to their old mas-

ter’s standards—the very old, very young, the feeble, and the
infirm—were sent packing, usually with nothing to go on and

/" / nowhere to go. “Make [your] livin'on..... freedom,” a Dougherty

planter sneered when he dumped seven men and six women on
an Albany street in November. He, at least, gave each of the party
$3.50 for the services they had rendered him since freedom; most
did not bother. It was, a northern official concluded as he ob-
served in July a process that expanded exponentially as settle-
ment day crept closer, “a striking commentary on the old preten-
ces of a strong & intense affection subsisting between the planter
on the one hand & his negroes on the other.” “The rough barba-
rism of war has torn off the vail that covered the radical barba-
rism of Slavery.” As a measure of the depth of that barbarism,
both military and civil officials calculated that roughly half of
the South’s rural ex-slaves stood at risk of eviction before the
end of the year; in southwest Georgia that figure came to more
than thirty-one thousand.*

Planters took special pains to rid their estates of black wo-
men, especially those with small children. Once prized by their
owners—women for their capacity to bear babies, and infants
for their prospective contributions to slaveholders’ fortunes—
their value to landowners tumbled to near nothing in free-
dom. Neither made sense to employers under a free-labor sys-
tem. Wage-paying planters had no interest in recruiting, unless
absolutely necessary, jills of something less than half of all trades,
and even less interest in supporting babies who consumed but
could not produce. They wanted employees who could put ina
full day’s work immediately, not at some undetermined point in
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the future. They wanted “working hands.” They wanted them
now, and they especially wanted them devoid of all external dis-
tractions. “Hire no women, who have children,” recommended
Dougherty County’s Benjamin Yancey, especially those the other
planters dismissed as “sucklers.” They “stay in too much & jeop-
ard[ize] the crop.” Occasionally planters honored what one of
them called the “dictates of humanity” by retaining the female
and pint-size elements of their dismantled slave forces. Most did
not. Whether they carved out their living on the plains of east
Texas, in southside Virginia, on lush Delta estates, or on one
of the plantations that sprawled along the banks of the Flint,
planters generally took as their own some version of Yancey’s
hard-nosed advice. Out of patience with the pregnant, the re-
cently pregnant, the potentially pregnant, and the very young—
people who had been reckoned “a heavy Expense” in bondage
but tolerated for the value they had added to a slaveholder’s
purse—planters turned their backs on the distaff and diminutive
portions of their former slaves. In their view, mothers of young-

sters, people incapable of “work[ing] well and regularly,” would
simply not do in the new order of things. Reported a senior Bu-

reau official from Alabama, such individuals were “every where

regarded and treated as an incubus.” Be gone by Monday, Dolly’s

former master ordered the twenty-nine-year-old mother of
eight-year-old Abby and six-year-old Jane on a day in Septem-

ber. Agnes’s ex-master drove her away in November. Susan’s turn

came in December. So too did Adeline’s, when her old master

abandoned her and her children to shift for themselves on a
chilly and translocal terrain that up until then had been the spe-
cial domain of black men. “Starvation,” mourned one of free la-

bor’s female victims, “seems at length to be the price I & my /

helpless children must pay for freedom, a bargain I had no hand
in making.”*
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