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Preface

THE eighteenth annual Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures were
presented on March 10, 1983, at the University of Texas at Arlington.
The theme was the postbellum southern economy, with a particular
focus on the transition to capitalist agriculture in areas previously
dominated by chattel slavery. The subject of regional economic differ-
ences in the United States was a primary focus of Walter Prescott
Webb’s scholarship, one that he explored most fully in Divided We
Stand. We are sure that he would have joined the large audience in
finding these lectures both stimulating and edifying.

With the exception of the introduction by Thavolia Glymph, the
essays in this volume were originally delivered as the eighteenth an-
nual Webb Lectures. Barbara J. Fields, of the University of Michigan,
Thavolia Glymph, of the University of Texas at Arlington, Armstead L.
Robinson, of the University of Virginia, and Harold D. Woodman, of
Purdue University, were the invited speakers whose lectures are re-
produced in this volume.

On behalf of the Department of History of the University of Texas
at Arlington, the editors would like to thank C. B. Smith, Sr., of Aus-
tin, Texas, a student and friend of Walter Webb, whose generosity in
providing financial support has aided in the presentation of these lec-
tures. We would also like to acknowledge our indebtedness to Jenkins
Garrett, a friend and benefactor of the University of Texas at Arlington
and the Department of History.

Sue Bailey, of the Freedmen and Southern Society Project, gave
generously of her time in the preparation of this manuscript. We ac-
knowledge her contributions.

THAvVOLIA GLYMPH
Jonn J. KusumMA
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THAVOLIA GLYMPH

Introduction

IN 1866, an Alabama ex-slave, writing to the state’s assistant commis-
sioner of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands,
described the plight of himself and other former slaves who were at-
tempting to become independent farmers. They needed credit to ob-
tain supplies to produce a cotton crop, Philip Smith explained, and lo-
cal whites refused to assist. He appealed to the government for help to
be repaid when their cotton was harvested. Impressing upon the bu-
reau officer the urgency of their situation, as they no longer wished to
work for whites, Smith asserted, “We are all free and Wish an onrable
life.”?

As Smith’s statement affirmed, the former slaves believed that se-
curing their freedom was incompatible with continuing to work for
their former masters. By an honorable life they had in mind a specific
kind of independence. It included land, freedom from white supervi-
sion, and freedom to control their lives and the disposition of their la-
bor. Unlike Smith, however, the majority of the former slaves would
not realize their fondest hope of land ownership. This they quickly dis-
covered as the radical camp in the North retreated from the revolu-
tionary step of land confiscation and redistribution and southern whites
mobilized to ensure that even in the hour of their greatest tribulation
land would not be made available to their former slaves. Yet though
continuity in ownership of land prevailed, at least up to 1870, there
was discontinuity in almost every other sphere of life. The essays in
this volume attempt to analyze the circumstances that made the post-
war South, in fundamental ways, the New South.

Central to the theses outlined in these essays is the revolutionary
impact of emancipation. The slaves were now free men and women,
and the masters were stripped of their customary access to power and
affluence. That circumstance, these essays contend, was at once the
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bottom line and the top. Landless blacks would have to be transformed
into agricultural wage workers and landed whites into employers of
free labor before staple crop production could be revitalized. In the
transformation of the American South, as in all post-emancipation so-
cieties, this task took precedence over all others. The economic recon-
struction of the South remained the central problem long after political
reconstruction had been established and then expunged.

The postbellum South has elicited and generated substantial com-
ment from historians, and in recent years the work of scholars has not
only increased quantitatively but widened to encompass areas and top-
ics previously ignored. Greater attention to the problems attendant
upon the reconstruction of lives and labor, both black and white, and to
the impact of the different circumstances of slavery and emancipation
has greatly enriched our understanding of the period.? The picture
emerging is both far more complicated and much richer than was once
imagined. It is now clear, for instance, that the reconstruction of the
plantation South proceeded much differently in the lowcountry of
South Carolina, where the freedpeople by the end of the war had de
facto possession of both land and labor, than it did in the black belt of
Mississippi, where former masters and northern planters held sway, at
least in the matter of land, and differently still in the sugar cane fields
of Louisiana, where the infusion of northern capital seems to have led
to an almost immediate adoption of a wage labor system. It proceeded
differently as well where the circumstances of slavery—such as the
task system or absentee planters—had allowed room for the emer-
gence of an independent black culture or the participation of slaves in
local market economies and exchange relations. How and when free-
dom arrived was equally significant.

What the story of the postbellum South everywhere shares, how-
ever, is the forging of new social relationships which, whatever the re-
sidual elements from the past, were compelled by the North’s military
triumph and the concomitant commitment to freedom which it carried
and validated in its wake. As Armstead Robinson maintains, “Both de-
feat and emancipation mattered.” Thus, the essays that follow en-
deavor to place the transition to a free labor economy in the southern
United States more firmly in its social and economic context, but not
without regard to its political context.® Towards that end, they contrib-
ute, in part, to that literature which views the world-wide emancipa-
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tions of the nineteenth century as events which, as Barbara J. Fields
shows, decisively propelled the advent of capitalist agriculture, exem-
plified in the American South by the new plantation system whose de-
velopment Harold D. Woodman analyzes. My own contribution at-
tempts to trace the development of the share-wage system and its
evolution into the institution of sharecropping that, in the end, re-
duced the former slaves to the position of wage workers, confirming
the arrival of capitalist social relations.*

Armstead Robinson correctly insists in his essay that insight into
the character of social change in the postbellum South must be rooted
in studies of the collapse of slavery and the rise of new labor arrange-
ments during the Civil War.? Focusing on three subregions of the Mis-
sissippi Valley—its upper South, southern Louisiana, and the cotton
South—Robinson explores the dynamics between the particularities
of slavery in each and the arrival of wartime freedom, showing how, in
the end, freedom engulfed all; this despite President Abraham Lincoln’s
oft-repeated declaration of having no desire to interfere with the prop-
erty rights of the southern rebels, and the determination of northern
military officers to confine the terms of the war to the political question
of Union. The actions of antislavery soldiers, inflated by conversions to
the cause of freedom on the field of battle, defiance by short-handed
military commanders of orders to turn away fugitive slaves, northern
political activities favoring abolition, and the erosion of slavery in the
loyal slave states all pointed in a direction different from that pro-
nounced by Lincoln.®

Eventually, the federal government also came to understand, as
Fields argues, that “there could be no ultimate compromise between
the sovereignty of a bourgeois nation-state and the sovereignty of mas-
ter over slave.” In increasingly more forthright commitments—in the
form of confiscation acts, an article of war, the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, and, ultimately, a constitutional amendment—the federal gov-
ernment gradually but decisively shifted the meaning of the conflict to
that which the slaves had articulated from the first. The slaves them-
selves had promoted that shift with each new accession to the ranks of
the fugitive slave population and, perhaps most symbolically impor-
tant, by enlisting as soldiers in the army that fought their masters.”

By the end of the war, black freedom had been gained in, as Robin-
son puts it, “small and painfully won increments.” Still, each bitterly
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contested accretion undermined the sovereignty of master over slave,
even in interior areas untouched directly by battles of war. Indeed,
long before the collapse of the Confederacy’s bid for nationhood, south-
ern whites had become party to the demise of the world they had gone
to war to preserve. Confederate impressment, refugeeing, and the
breaking of ranks between non-slaveholding and slaveholding whites
all contributed. If, however, as Robinson makes clear, the arrival of
wartime freedom did not often signal the emergence of the particular
kind of freedom blacks sought, as the title of his essay indicates, it
nevertheless signaled the emergence of a new set of social relation-
ships, constituting the primordial ground upon which the new order
would have to be built. The outlines of the new contest were soon
clear, and, as Thomas C. Holt has pointed out, in the American South,
as in all post-emancipation societies, “defining freedom was the begin-
ning of the difficulty.”®

Even with freedom secured by constitutional amendments, the for-
mer slaves encountered resistance to their notions of what it ought to
mean: the right of access to land; the right to sell their labor power and
to fish and hunt as they chose; and the right to control the labor of their
families. My own essay concerns the former slaves” attempts to secure
this kind of freedom, in the absence of landownership, under the sys-
tem of share wages prevalent between 1865 and 1867. Unlike some
scholars who have chronicled their past, the former slaves came to
understand quickly enough that the question of land was, for the mo-
ment, moot.® While land ownership, more than anything else, embod-
ied their specific conception of freedom, it was the conception, in the
end, that mattered. When denied land, their struggle to define labor
relations continued to incorporate that conception of freedom. Their
preference for share wages embodied that struggle.

To the freedpeople, their labor power was of no less consequence to
the making of a crop than was the planters’ land. It was, after all, their
labor that gave value to the land. They therefore claimed, when work-
ing for a share of the crop, the right to participate in decisions that
affected the making of the crop, not simply because these decisions af-
fected the balance sheet at the end of the harvest, but also because
they affected the content and meaning of freedom. Both their inter-
pretation of labor relations and the world view of which it was a part
clashed directly with the interests of their former masters. The freed-
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people’s view also countered northern notions of how the South was to
be remade.

While northerners generally agreed that the former slaves had to
be transformed into free workers, former masters into businessmen,
and white yeomen into commercial farmers, their initial presump-
tion as to how easily these transformations would be accomplished,
Woodman stresses, proved unwarranted. Neither the former slaves nor
their former masters behaved in the prescribed way once the fetters of
slavery were removed, defying the central tenets of northern free la-
bor ideology. Woodman argues that their behavior reflected, in part,
the legacy of slavery, because emancipation had created the conditions
for the establishment of a free labor system but neither the institutions
nor the ideology necessary for its operation. The immediate result,
therefore, was the emergence of a free labor system delimited, on the
one hand, by a past experience now irrelevant and, on the other, by a
free labor ideology itself fragmented and, in part, anachronistic.

Apart from some circumstances peculiar to the American South,
the transformation of the South to a free labor economy, Woodman
maintains, involved problems that were becoming increasingly fa-
miliar in the creation of an industrial working class, those of labor-
management relations.'® Yet, as Woodman stresses here and elsewhere,
a general neglect by historians of the economic and social conse-
quences of emancipation, an emphasis on the theme of continuity
rather than examinations of the kind of change that took place, and a
failure to apply the insights of labor historians who have studied the
transformation of agricultural workers into an industrial working class,
have combined to cloud analysis, in studies of the nineteenth-century
South, of the social revolution accomplished by emancipation and the
revolution not accomplished.!

Emancipation, Woodman concludes, was insufficient, in and of it-
self, to guarantee the triumph of a completely new order. However, by
the end of the nineteenth century, capitalist social relations had spread
through the southern backcountry and lowcountry (ensnaring the
southern yeomanry as well as the former slaves and former masters).
The majority of southern blacks had been transformed into wage hands,
and a new business class, with a changed ideology and a changed re-
lationship to the means of production, had arisen, even if the ideology
of free labor that stressed new work rhythms and responsibilities had
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not thoroughly penetrated the ideology of either the workers or the
planter businessmen. The southern way remained peculiar.

Erratic as was its path, the advance of capitalist relations in south-
ern agriculture, Fields insists, was part and parcel of the advent and
growing domination of bourgeois social relations on a world-wide scale,
fed by what Eric Hobsbawm has denominated the “dual revolution.” 2
That the spread of capitalist relations sometimes “engendered its own
opposite,” Fields contends, served only to delay rather than deter its
advance. Her essay traces that erratic path, placing the southern con-
text within a global framework, with particular attention to the role of
the state, the balance of political power, and the collaboration of the
slaves themselves in the process of emancipation and the establish-
ment of new social and political relationships.

In the American South, planters eventually regained political
power, but not before crucial decisions had been made in their absence
and not before they had lost their old means of extracting the agricul-
tural surplus. Furthermore, the triumph of capitalist social relations in
southern agriculture was not, in all ways, a victory for the planter
class. Sharecropping stood as an unambiguous defeat of the former
slaves. But as Fields stresses, sharecropping became, as well, a symbol
of the planters” defeat: their inability to come back fully on their own
terms.

Thus, ironically, sharecropping became the emblem of the defeat of
both the former slaves and their former masters and, simultaneously,
the symbol of the triumph of capitalist social relations of a particular
kind. In the end, the consequences were catastrophic for all southern-
ers, but particularly for blacks. Blacks had lost their bid for indepen-
dence. Few of the notions that had imbued their definition of freedom
and their preference for share wages withstood the onslaught of the
increasing dominance of capitalist social relations. If defining freedom
had posed problems in the aftermath of war, the meaning of their “un-
freedom™ as sharecroppers was explicit.'*> They now had no rights in
any decisions affecting the production of the crop, and by the end of
the nineteenth century they were subjected to an intensification of
economic, political, and social oppression. In significant ways their loss
became that of the region’s as a whole. The South itself remained the
economic backwater of the new Union well into the twentieth century.
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ARMSTEAD L. ROBINSON

“Worser dan Jeff Davis”: The Coming of Free
Labor during the Civil War, 1861-1865

DURING the 1g60s, a burst of new interest in studying the South’s “pe-
culiar institution” sparked a revival of concern about the configuration
of society and economy in the postbellum South.! Since much of the
scholarship in southern studies continues to draw its inspiration from
C. Vann Woodward and Eugene Genovese, neo-consensus historians
took a not altogether unexpected interest in the field, contesting the
dominant role that Woodward and Genovese accord to social class as
the primary factor shaping secular changes in nineteenth-century
southern society. Out of this neo-consensus counterattack came the
so-called “continuity” school, an approach best exemplified by Carl
Degler’s insistence that the fundamentals of southern society changed
comparatively little throughout the nineteenth century.? Given the in-
tensity of the debate over social class versus continuity as organizing
principles, it seems clear that intensified research and writing in south-
ern studies will continue for many years to come.

Advocates of southern “continuity” face the unenviable task of de-
emphasizing the impact upon the former Confederate States of their
failed struggle for southern national independence. For despite neo-
consensus assertions about the high degree of similarity in structure
and functioning between antebellum and postbellum southern society,
it does seem clear that the post—Civil War South differed in several
critical ways from its prewar predecessor. In the first place, accepting
southern “continuity” requires a willing suspension of disbelief on the
question of whether defeat at the hands of the Yankees and the imposi-
tion of uncompensated emancipation produced fundamental altera-
tions in the culture, ideology, and structure of the haughtily militant

This essay results from a research project generously funded by the University of
California at Los Angeles Center for Afro-American Studies.
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slaveholding society. Furthermore, it remains indisputable that post-
war southern economic growth lagged far behind that of the rest of the
United States, a performance that stands in stark contrast to the South’s
leading role throughout the antebellum period.® Unless we accept the
dubious proposition that defeat, emancipation, and stunted economic
growth exerted only insignificant influences on southern life and cul-
ture, it would appear that the outcome of the Civil War could not help
but prepare the way for an era of revolutionary transformation within
the South.

The search for insights into the character and direction of social
change in the nineteenth-century South cannot avoid paying attention
to the events of the Civil War era, particularly since those events set
in motion social transformations that rendered the “New South” of
Watterson and Grady virtually incomprehensible to the scions of the
early national period’s Virginia dynasty.* Defeat and emancipation
mattered, since both resulted in significant diminution of southern
sovereignty. Not only did the vanquished former Confederate States
find themselves compelled to do the political bidding of their con-
querors as the price for readmission into national politics, but emanci-
pation also forced the South as a whole to accommodate itself to the
disciplines of free labor. The simultaneous attempts to regain political
comity and to resurrect the southern labor system would appear to
constitute a discontinuity of sufficient magnitude to warrant describing
the Civil War era as a period of revolutionary transformation for south-
ern society.

This transformation involved nothing less than a sweeping redefini-
tion of the structural relationships among and between the South’s con-
stituent social classes and racial groups. Harold Woodman focuses upon
the essential point when he identifies emancipation as the most critical
element calling forth this revolutionary process of social and economic
change. Emancipation, Woodman argues, “required that former slaves
learn to be free workers and that former masters learn to be employ-
ers.” Because this process ensnared non-slaveholders from the south-
ern backcountry as well as persons from the lowcountry, who were
more directly attached to the orbit of the slaveholding economy, Wood-
man concludes that “we might profitably look at the period 1870 to
1900 as a time marked by the making of a working class from former
slaves (and formerly self-sufficient whites) and the making of a bour-
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geois employer class from former slaveowners.”® Determining how
these processes of class formation realized themselves in the varied
milieus of the South’s regional economies is the major challenge con-
fronting scholars concerned with explaining the character and direc-
tion of social change in the post—Civil War South.

Our comprehension of these postbellum developments might profit
from a focus on the Civil War itself, since revolutionary changes in the
southern labor system occurred simultaneously with the epic military
conflict between North and South. Benjamin Quarles offers a profound
insight when he insists that “by the time Lee’s men had stacked their
muskets at Appomattox, Negroes everywhere had become free de
facto.”® If slaves throughout the Confederacy had won de facto free-
dom prior to the actual surrender, then it seems safe to suggest that
the revolutionary remaking of southern class structure found its origins
during, not after, the Civil War. While the origins of postbellum class
struggles could not determine the final outcome, these early experi-
ences nonetheless do afford invaluable insights into the world views
and the expectations that former slaves, former masters, and norther-
ners brought to the development of the postwar South.

I propose to examine certain aspects of the wartime experience
with the coming of free labor insofar as this wartime experience sheds
light on major trends in the development of postbellum society and
economy. The Mississippi Valley is my primary focus, with only limited
attention to the Atlantic coastal states. The Civil War wrought signifi-
cant transformations within the labor systems of the Mississippi Valley’s
many subregions. By looking at how slaves, masters, and northern in-
vaders responded to these transformations, we can gain insight into
the factors that shaped regional variations in the transition from slav-
ery to free labor. For example, although many Civil War blacks pressed
demands for wages, most of the freedpeople concentrated on the
struggle to gain economic independence through land ownership. In
short, freedom came to mean sharply different things to different
groups of freedpeople—depending on their personal situations, their
location, and the timing of formal emancipation—and this spectrum of
black perspectives on the meaning of freedom suggests that none of the
groups involved in the southern transition to free labor held a unitary
view. If neither the former slaves, the former masters, the yeomanry,
nor the Yankees brought a monolithic ideology to the task of reconsti-
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tuting southern labor systems, then the half-century of experimenta-
tion and conflict that followed the Civil War takes on suggestive new
meanings.

I

No discussion of black labor during the Civil War could begin without
acknowledging our debt to the pioneers in this field. Two books pub-
lished amid the agonies of the Great Depression set standards for schol-
arship and charted paths for analysis to which contemporary scholars
can return with great benefit. Bell Irvin Wiley’s Southern Negroes:
1861-1865 and W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction in America,
1860—1880 remain the indispensable starting points for a study of the
wartime transformation of the southern labor system.” Du Bois led the
way by insisting upon the need to conceptualize the coming of free la-
bor as a struggle arising out of conflicts between the interests of the
landed versus those of the landless classes, and Wiley followed up by
patiently mining widely scattered manuscript repositories. Taken to-
gether, these contributions continue to inform contemporary schol-
arship, since they lay out the groundwork for both the description and
the analysis of the wartime origins of a southern free labor economy.
Both Du Bois and Wiley emphasized the importance of timing and
location. Wiley made an important point when he insisted on the dis-
tinctive wartime experiences within “interior” versus “exterior” slave-
holding areas. According to Wiley, the disruptive effects that the Civil
War produced within southern labor systems reached their peak in
those areas closest to the invading northern army.® While this perspec-
tive understates the significant inroads that occurred behind Confeder-
ate lines, the fact remains that whenever northern soldiers appeared,
their presence struck the “peculiar institution” a death blow. Similarly,
Du Bois argued that black laborers undertook what amounted to a
“general strike” in response to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.®
Even if the concept of a general strike exaggerates the degree of war-
time communication between widely scattered groups of slaves, the
activities of these groups often reflected an unexpectedly sophisticated
comprehension of the value of collective action as a tool in obtaining
control over their labor and over its fruits. By sensitizing scholars to
the significance of time and place in the coming of free labor, Du Bois
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and Wiley made a critical contribution to any analysis of the wartime
antecedents of postbellum social change.

Emphasizing the impact of time and place requires fairly careful
specification of when, where, and how freedom came to slaves in the
Mississippi Valley. The region first occupied by the northern army in-
cluded the areas where antebellum modifications of slave management
practices had laid the broadest foundations for slaves’ rudimentary con-
tact with the disciplines of free labor. The border states of Kentucky,
Missouri, and western Virginia comprised the first portions of slave-
holding territory permanently resecured for the Union. In these re-
gions, antebellum slaveholders had tended to employ their slaves in
the production of hemp and tobacco, and on farms that engaged in
mixed cultivation of grain and livestock. Since these were the systems
of production in which non-gang labor and individualized hiring out
were most common,'® the northern invaders encountered there a
number of single black males who seemed quite comfortable exchang-
ing their labor power for wages, particularly if such an exchange helped
secure their claim to freedom prior to the effective implementation of
emancipation.

In southern Louisiana, the invaders encountered a superficially
similar situation: slaves there, too, offered their services for hire; how-
ever, not only did the sheer numbers of escapees make a drastic dif-
ference, but these numbers also included women, children, and the
elderly—groups that did not mesh smoothly with the single-sex orga-
nizational assumptions of the Union Army.

The full implications of this confrontation with the extended slave
family did not become obvious until the spring of 1863, when the in-
vaders attempted to implement emancipation during the Vicksburg
campaign in the heart of the Cotton Kingdom. So rapidly did the num-
bers of slave escapees swell the noncombatant population dependent
upon the Yankee invaders that the northern army found itself com-
pelled to transfer control of custodial arrangements for the freedpeople
first to civilian volunteers, then to the Treasury Department. Ul-
timately, this transfer produced the abandoned-plantation leasing
scheme, a plan that introduced the concept of free labor to hundreds of
thousands of Mississippi Valley blacks."

As enormous as were the numbers of black refugees, an even larger
number of Mississippi Valley slaves obtained their initial contact with
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freedom while remaining on or near their prewar residences. Louis
Gerteis estimates that during the entire Civil War, up to one million
blacks lived within the areas controlled by the northern army.** Since
this is only one-quarter of the roughly four million slaves counted by
the 1860 United States census, the majority of blacks who gained de
facto freedom by war’s end must have done so in small and painfully
won increments, as their freedom of action expanded to fill the vacuum
left by the contraction of their masters’” dominance.® Because the Cot-
ton Kingdom encompassed the vast majority of antebellum slaves, the
“interior” regions least affected by the wartime presence of northern
soldiers may well have provided the most important arena for initial
exposure to the coming of free labor. The evidence suggests that even
in these more isolated areas, the complex processes whereby free labor
came to life as slavery died produced far-reaching changes in the labor
regime, changes that foreshadowed significant trends in the postbel-
lum economy.

By focusing first on the border states, then on southern Louisiana,
and finally on the Cotton Kingdom, it will be possible to sketch out the
broad parameters of the wartime advent of free labor in the Mississippi
Valley, and the significant social conflict that arose out of the often in-
compatible class interests of the landed and the landless throughout
the valley’s slaveholding regions. On one side stood the slaves, who by
and large expected their northern liberators to take their part in con-
frontations over the meaning of freedom. On the other side stood the
masters, who quite properly saw emancipation as a fundamental chal-
lenge to their control over the slaves” labor power. Caught in the middle
was the invading army. Since the Yankees had not anticipated that their
arrival would precipitate such a massive defection of blacks, they were
not prepared to resolve the resulting struggles between masters and
slaves. Predictably, the invaders found it easier to come to terms with
the interests of landowning former slaveholders seeking to obtain faith-
ful labor than with the interests of landless freedpeople determined to
assert their right to control their own labor power. Thus many aspects
of the Civil War experience with the coming of free labor foreshadowed
the rapprochement ultimately achieved between northern and south-
ern commercial interests—an accord rooted in the commonality of
concerns between upper-class groups both North and South.**
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II

When President Lincoln dispatched northern units into the border
states during the spring and summer of 1861, few within the War De-
partment had considered how attractive an invading army might ap-
pear to the slaves there. Apparently, the northern high command ex-
pected the blacks to remain passive while white men fought over the
question of southern independence. These expectations would prove
erroneous in several ways: not only did tens of thousands of slaves rush
toward the northern army, but many members of the Union detach-
ments refused to comply with orders to return fugitive slaves to their
owners. As a result, the question of how to deal with runaway slaves
continued to plague Lincoln and his commanders throughout the war.*

Attempting to retain the loyalty of the upper South’s slaveholding
states, Lincoln and his generals believed it critically important to reas-
sure slaveowners in border states remaining within the Union that the
northern army intended no interference with the “peculiar institu-
tion.” Senior officers accepted the President’s contention that the army
would do well to separate itself from the troublesome questions posed
by the presence of runaway slaves. Accordingly, they issued orders di-
recting subordinates to prevent runaways from using northern camps
as places of refuge.

Typical of the effort to accomplish the dual task of discouraging
runaways and reassuring slaveholders was a circular issued on July 4,
1861, by the commander of an Ohio regiment serving in western Vir-
ginia under General George B. McClellan: “As our enemies have be-
lied our mission and reported us a band of abolitionists, I desire to as-
sure you that the relation of master and servant as recognized in your
State will be respected. . . . I assure you that those under my com-
mand have preemptory orders to take up and hold any negroes found
running about camp without passes from their masters.”'® And in No-
vember, 1861, General Henry Halleck, overall commander of northern
forces in the border states, went so far as to issue a General Order di-
recting that fugitive slaves not be “permitted to enter the lines of any
camp . . . and that any now within the lines be immediately excluded
therefrom.” "

Problems surfaced quickly, however, because a number of volun-
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teer officers expressed ethical reservations about returning fugitive
slaves to their owners. Unlike some members of the regular army’s
officer corps, many civilian volunteers found it strangely contradictory
that the North would use free labor ideology as a justification for mak-
ing war against a slaveholding power and at the same time institute
policies that had the practical effect of undercutting that ideology by
sending fugitives back to involuntary labor. So abhorrent did Colonel
John Beatty find this practice that he confided to his diary in July 1861:
“I believe the war will run into a war of emancipation, and when it
ends, African slavery will have ended also. It would not perhaps be
politic to say so, but if I had the army in my own hands, I would take a
short cut to what I am sure will be the end—commence the work of
emancipation at once, and leave every foot of soil free behind us.”*®

In August, 1861, one senior officer did precisely what Beatty sug-
gested: General John C. Frémont issued an emancipation proclama-
tion affecting both Kentucky and Missouri. Unfortunately for General
Frémont, Lincoln took keen exception to the decree; he not only re-
voked the proclamation but removed Frémont from command.*

Still, nothing stemmed the flow of runaway slaves toward northern
lines or reduced blacks’ enthusiasm for freedom and their readiness to
offer whatever assistance they could to the northern invaders. A Union
officer reported from Kentucky in October, 1861: “Boys growling about
their supper tonight. . . . Some darkies bring us buttermilk.”® As his
regiment moved with Grant’s invading army, General Lew Wallace
reported on almost a full year’s experience with similar receptions
throughout the border states. “There is no denying the fact that the
negroes believe we came as their deliverers,” said Wallace in a letter to
his wife. “Sight of us affords them absolute joy. . . . In vain their mis-
tresses tell them of our barbarities. The blacks persist in being glad and
in betraying them.”*

Complementing the slaves’ persistent pursuit of freedom was the
growing reliance among northern soldiers upon the service that blacks
could render. Alan Pinkerton, during his travels as a Yankee spy in the
summer of 1861, reported, “I found that my best source of information
was the colored men, who were employed in various capacities of a
military nature.”? Although comparatively few slaves participated in
the high adventure of spying, significant numbers of runaways did per-
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form camp chores, thereby relieving many northern soldiers of drudg-
ery. As one private saw it, “One of the most important things is that we
have a negro servant and I tell you that it makes a considerable differ-
ence in the domestic part of camp life.”*

Union officers and soldiers stationed at duty posts across the upper
South were startled to discover that many of these blacks demanded
payment in cash for their services. In August, 1861, Colonel Beatty’s
regiment encountered black male fugitives in the western Virginia
mountains who demanded compensation for camp labor.* And from
Middle Tennessee, Private Cyrus Boyd reported, “This morning the
camp was alive with colored men, women and children, hunting situa-
tions in the Brigade as cooks or any kind of servants for ‘de Union
Boys’.”% Almost any northern unit entering the upper South’s slave-
holding regions could expect to be approached by blacks, usually young
and male, who anxiously sought employment. So common did the
practice of hiring them become that town leaders along Kentucky’s
Ohio River border with the “free” states of Indiana and Ohio com-
plained bitterly about the highly visible numbers of blacks passing
through their towns in the company of northern units being rotated
out of the war zone.*

Indeed, so long as most northern generals continued to comply
with Lincolns hands-off policy vis-a-vis runaway slaves, it made good
sense for black escapees to secure their safety by cementing a relation-
ship with a northern soldier, particularly a commissioned officer. Per-
ceptive officers recognized the craftiness displayed by many runaways.
As Major William Thompson, serving in western Missouri in the fall of
1861, commented in response to a friend’s query about blacks’ capabili-
ties for adjustment to a life in freedom, “They are just as sharp as their
masters and much more cunning. It would surprise you to see the
numbers that are here now, all wanting a place, where he [sic] may
earn something and be with the army. Many of the females . . . are
importuning us everyday to go as washerwomen or any kind of work to
be done.”?” Although such unequal power relationships imposed a pre-
dictable if unfortunate burden of fraud and abuse upon the freed-
people, thousands of unattached young slaves nonetheless took advan-
tage of the northern presence in the upper South to seek freedom and
employment. The apparent facility with which they translated freedom
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from slavery into freedom to demand wages probably reflected the im-
pact of extensive self-hiring as well as the practice of incentive pay-
ments to encourage more purposeful labor from the slaves.

On the other hand, few indeed were the heads of slave families
who seemed willing to risk the safety of their relatives by running away
and leaving them to the tender mercies of vengeful masters. It was not
until mid-1864, when the North promised freedom to families of black
enlistees, that Kentucky and Missouri experienced really massive free-
dom escapes. Until then, the erosion of border state slavery occurred
within the context of small, widely scattered slaveholding units where
the authority of the master rested on his ability to evoke individual
submission from each of the slaves. The result was a much more indi-
vidualistic assertion of free labor rights than occurred in either south-
ern Louisiana or in the Cotton Kingdom. Because the border states’
postbellum economy moved so rapidly toward a deemphasis upon the
role of black labor in tobacco and hemp production, it would prove
considerably easier for border state blacks to filter north across the
Ohio and west toward Kansas and the Great Plains.?

II1

Almost a full year after northern armies entered the border states, an
invasion force under the command of General Benjamin Butler cap-
tured the city of New Orleans. The fall of New Orleans brought the
Union cause face to face with a quantitatively and qualitatively differ-
ent situation from that presented by action in the upper South. Not
only were there far greater numbers of blacks in the immediate vicinity
of the Crescent City than anywhere in Kentucky, but the organization
of the sugar plantations that dominated the regional economy was radi-
cally different from that of the smaller holdings of the border states. .
With slaveholdings of over a hundred blacks quite common throughout
the region south of Baton Rouge, the invading army faced pressures
unheard of during the Kentucky and Missouri campaigns.

Two additional factors made the situation in southern Louisiana sig-
nificantly different: in August, 1861, the northern Congress had passed
the First Confiscation Act; in March 1862, the Congress enacted a new
article of war, specifically prohibiting northern troops from using armed
force to return fugitive slaves to their masters.* Equally important
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were the heightened political activities of northern abolitionists who
advocated converting the war to save the Union into a war to destroy
slavery.®* These developments apparently encouraged volunteer offi-
cers and soldiers to resist Lincoln’s fugitive slave policy even more
openly than had been the case in the border states; thus, blacks at-
tracted by the presence of Butler's army found it easier than might
otherwise have been expected to arrange “situations” within northern
camps.

No one seemed fully prepared for the crush of fugitives who would
attempt to gain freedom by escaping to areas controlled by Butler’s
troops. To his credit, Butler had an inkling of the problems that might
arise, since it was he who had commanded at Fortress Monroe, Vir-
ginia, when the first “contrabands of war” sought both protection and
freedom beneath the cover of northern guns.® Perhaps because Lincoln
knew of Butler’s earlier role in allowing runaway slaves into the lines,
the President called the general aside after their last strategy session
prior to Butler’s embarkation for Louisiana. Lincoln told him, Butler
recalled, that “the government was not yet prepared to announce a
negro policy. . . . He must ‘get along’ with the negro question as best
he could, endeavor to avoid raising insoluble problems and sharply de-
fining issues; and try to manage so that neither abolitionist nor conser-
vatives would find in his acts occasion for clamor.”? In short, Lincoln
left Butler on his own, after ordering him to handle the fugitive slave
question as best he could so long as his policies did not spark partisan
debate.

Blacks in southern Louisiana responded to the presence of north-
ern soldiers with enthusiasm similar to that expressed by slaves in the
border states. Even the most casual observation of the reception given
the northern fleet, as it steamed toward New Orleans after the victo-
ries at Fort St. Phillip and Fort Jackson, indicated the scope of the refu-
gee problem soon to confront General Butler. Captain John DeForrest
saw an elderly black woman who shouted loudly at the passing flotilla,
“Bless de Lawd! I knows dat ar flag. I knew it would come. Praise de
Lawd!”* A Wisconsin-born private who rode with DeForrest described
this reception in even more suggestive terms:

For the first time in my life I saw a gang of field hands at work. They were

hoeing sugar cane and had an overseer with them with his long whip (a
negro by the way). As we passed they looked up very whistful [sic] but did
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not dare to say anything. I noticed this one little negro, however, get be-
hind a large bush and there wave his hat like fury. As we passed different
gangs where the overseer was away, the negroes would point to the Stars
and Stripes and wave their hats. All too often some old fellow would throw
his hat on the ground and put his foot on it while pointing at our flag. For a
long while we couldn’t make out what it meant, but finally a negro on board
said they meant to tell us they were glad the old flag had come back and
that their masters wouldn't dare to use them so bad.*

Apparently, these blacks believed that the arrival of the northern fleet
meant the end of involuntary servitude and the beginning of free labor.

In the aftermath of the fall of New Orleans, the federal government
experienced an unwelcome foretaste of the difficult situation that would
ensue once Lincoln made emancipation a formal war aim. It did not
take very long for an enormous crush of fugitive slaves to descend on
Butler’s camp outside of New Orleans; within six weeks of his arrival,
Butler found that more than ten thousand blacks had made their way
through the northern lines. The general blanched at the thought of
caring for such a crush of humanity. In response to a query from Secre-
tary of War Edwin Stanton about whether his army could provide food
and shelter for all the slaves able to evade the Confederate cavalry pa-
trols, Butler insisted, “It is a physical impossibility to take all. 1 cannot
feed the white men within my lines.” Warming to the task, the general
asserted melodramatically, “Women and children are actually starving
despite all I can do. Aye, and they too without fault on their part. What
would be the state of things if I allowed all the slaves from the planta-
tions to quit their employment and come within our lines is not to be
conceived of by the imagination.”*

The general, concluding that his only hope lay in dissuading addi-
tional fugitives from fleeing to his lines, ordered his soldiers to refuse
shelter to any more slave runaways, apparently believing that such a
move would compel the blacks to remain on their plantations. How-
ever, the Massachusetts-born Democrat failed to make adequate allow-
ance for two critical factors: the blacks” determination to gain freedom,
and his own soldiers’ sympathetic response to slave escapees.

Captain DeForrests account illustrates how difficult a task General
Butler was undertaking. Within days of his arrival at New Orleans,
DeForrest entered into negotiations that transformed a fugitive slave
into a hired camp servant. After less than three weeks, DeForrest con-
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sidered his new employee safe from repatriation: “His master would
have a deuce of a time reclaiming him from the Brigade Commander
who clutches at every opportunity of humiliating slave owners and
rebels.” Matters reached such a state that the entire membership of
the 13th Connecticut Infantry Volunteers resolved in a meeting never
to remand a fugitive to his owner, no matter what General Butler said.
“The owners go to the General and beg for their ebony chattels. The
General sends for the captains of the 13th and requests them to let the
people go. The captains argue that the girls want to wash and get paid
for it, and that the regulations allow 40 washerwomen to a battalion of
ten companies. There the matter invariably ends.”*

This situation quickly escalated into an open confrontation. Gen-
eral John Wolcott Phelps, commanding northern forces at Fort Parapet
where DeForrest was stationed, refused to obey a special order from
General Butler allowing “loyal” slave masters to reclaim runaways from
Union camps. In fact, Phelps’s men went so far as to liberate a slave
fugitive from the custody of a New Orleans police detachment, thereby
making a free man out of a slave accused of the capital offense of ar-
son.”” General Butler exploded with rage, both at this particular inci-
dent and at the blatant contempt Phelps’s men generally displayed to-
wards his orders. Butler took his complaints directly to Secretary of
War Stanton, only to discover that Lincoln meant what he said when he
asked Butler not to allow his fugitive slave policy to become a subject of
partisan controversy. Rather than confront the issue directly, Stanton
counseled Butler to allow it to pass.* Apparently, this advice extended
as well to Phelps’s refusal to expel “unemployed” runaway slaves from
his camp.® As a result, ever larger numbers of fugitives came to the
lines near New Orleans, creating an even more desperate crisis among
the thousands of black refugees.

General Butler took advantage of this crisis to propose a “tempo-
rary” solution that carried the complementary consequence of provid-
ing many Louisiana blacks with their first sustained exposure to free
labor. After claiming that “the blacks . . . are coming by hundreds, nay
thousands, daily,” Butler suggested that “unemployed” fugitives be
hired out as contract laborers on plantations operated either by local
slaveholders or by northern lessees.” Expediency found a rival in
profit as a motive for this action. In addition to alleviating the refugee
problem, the contract labor scheme also promised to provide much of
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the labor to produce the cotton and sugar so desperately needed by
New England industry. Caught up, perhaps, by the spirit of capitalist
benevolence in which he presented this program of ‘refugee relief,
General Butler professed to see nothing improper about leasing a plan-
tation to his brother, Andrew Jackson Butler, even though Andrew
Butler managed, with the assistance of northern troops, to make a
small fortune in only four months.*' Not only did General Butler find
the plantation leasing scheme effective and profitable, but his suc-
cessor, General Nathaniel Banks, also discovered that this “temporary”
solution worked well enough to serve as the principal mechanism for
coping with black refugees for the balance of the war.*

Unfortunately, the system involved considerable coercion, even
though the formal rules drafted by Butler prohibited the use of physi-
cal force to elicit labor. The runaways cared but little for a return to life
on the plantations, and loyal slaveholders and northern lessees soon
discovered that Louisiana blacks expected freedom from slavery to
mean the birth of a regime in which the laborers possessed a significant
degree of independent control over the terms and conditions under
which they would work. In the conflict that emerged between the land-
owners interest in profit maximization and the laborers’ interest in
reasonable work conditions and fair compensation, wartime plantation
managers found it necessary to employ harsher and harsher measures
in order to suppress demands for better working conditions and higher
wages. In fact, so widespread did resistance to contract labor become
that many plantations received semipermanent detachments of Union
soldiers to assist in controlling the black work force.*

This development precipitated a new confrontation between Butler
and Phelps. Phelps objected strenuously to orders directing him to use
soldiers from the free states to compel blacks to accept conditions that
he viewed as synonymous with slavery. Such duty seemed particularly
onerous because many of those calling for assistance were slaveholders
enmeshed in labor struggles with their former slaves. “The question
now,” Phelps argued, “is whether the particular interests of the gov-
ernment are to be brought into accord with the particular interests of
the slaveholders or whether the particular interests of the slaveholders
are to be made subordinate to the government.”* Unfortunately for
the interests of the former slaves, the northern War Department re-
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fused to sustain Phelps’s position in his dispute over the use of federal
troops as bullyboys for the contract labor system.

When Phelps realized that he could do nothing to prevent the ex-
ploitation of black laborers, he resigned. “Tendered my resignation
yesterday,” he noted in his diary, “unconditional and immediate—
rather than become a slave driver. Party is made for man and not man
for party. The Union as it was and the Constitution as it is with liberty
as the intention of the instrument and not slavery.”*

These eloquent sentiments stand in sharp contrast to the actions of
another northern army officer who intervened in a labor dispute in
July, 1862. Although General Butler’s contract labor system promised
“generous” compensation and fair treatment for the blacks, conditions
grew so poor on a plantation near Donaldsonville, Louisiana, that the
blacks went on strike to protest mistreatment, inadequate provisions,
and nonpayment of wages. Their prewar owner responded to this brand
of free labor activism by appealing for assistance to the northern provost
marshall. When the blacks involved in the work stoppage saw a gun-
boat bearing the Stars and Stripes, they rushed to welcome their liber-
ators. However, instead of seeking to determine the legitimacy of the
freedpeople’s grievances, the officer in charge demanded to know the
identity of the strike leaders. When several black men stepped for-
ward, the northern officer had them bound, arrested, and placed in
the plantation stocks. Afterward, the officer proceeded to lecture the
assembled slaves about the meaning of “free labor”: that is, their obli-
gation to honor contracts. An elderly black man who witnessed the en-
tire scene watched in utter confusion and amazement at the direction
in which northern preferences for planters’ class interests could take
the wartime experiment with free labor. Sick at heart, this former slave
turned away, muttering under his breath, “Dis here is more worser
dan Jeff Davis.”

Not all of the confrontations between laborers and landowners
ended quite so sadly. In late September, the blacks on Magnolia Plan-
tation in Placquemines ‘Parish, Louisiana, asked their former owner to
pay them ten dollars a month per hand, in addition to providing food,
clothing, and shelter. The owner, Effingham Lawrence, found these
terms preposterous. When he declined to accede to their requests, his
steward reported that a “woman strike” began the next day: female
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field hands returned to their cabins after the noon meal, declining to
return to work until Lawrence agreed to their wage demands. The
work stoppage spread quickly as the male field hands followed the
womens lead. When Lawrence still refused to reach an agreement, a
group of the freedpeople, under cover of darkness, constructed a gal-
lows outside the steward’s cabin. When asked why they had under-
taken so drastic an action, the freedpeople told their astonished ques-
tioner that the “Yankees” had ordered them to do it. Apparently, the
specter of this hastily constructed but quite functional gallows softened
Lawrence’s resolve; although he still refused to pay “wages” to his
blacks, he did promise a “handsome present” if they worked faithfully
through the fall grinding season. Sure enough, at the end of three
months, Lawrence gave his eighty former slaves a quite handsome
present of $2,400*—thus saving face by describing as a “handsome
present” what was in fact the requested wage settlement.

A number of factors generally not present in the Cotton Kingdom
enabled groups of Louisiana blacks to employ collective action. In the
first place, the very nature of the preindustrial sugar industry, with its
land-extensive and labor-intensive cultivation and processing regi-
mens, had virtually ensured that slaveholders would organize estates
with very large work forces.* And because the swampy areas in which
cane grows best posed a major health hazard for whites, sugar planters
had felt themselves compelled to use blacks as drivers and even over-
seers much more often than was the norm for the South as a whole.
During the war, black drivers often turned against their former mas-
ters; Governor Thomas Moore reacted with shock and horror to a re-
port that during an invasion of Alexandria, Louisiana, “the drivers ev-
erywhere have proved the worst negroes.”* Thus, it should not be
altogether surprising that slaves quartered in large numbers on planta-
tions organized with blacks in supervisory positions might achieve a
higher level of disciplined labor action than those working in other
types of labor systems. In a different sort of collective action, a signifi-
cant number of multigenerational extended kin groups simply squatted
on abandoned land during the war, thereby experiencing freer labor
than many of them were ever likely to find again.®

For the balance of the war, tens of thousands of Louisiana blacks
lived and worked as contract laborers on leased plantations. In most
instances, they found themselves victimized by vandal capitalists like
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Andrew Butler, who sought to exploit the short-term artificial situation
created by the war. With sugar in short supply and with labor overly
abundant near northern posts, wartime lessees could extract maximum
profits with little regard for the long-run health of the estates they
leased. And while sugar plantations seemed ideally suited for gang la-
bor with an agrarian proletariat, these plantations remained quite vul-
nerable to collective action of the kind practiced successfully at Mag-
nolia Plantation. So long as a strike during grinding season could wipe
out an entire years production, the risks of operating a commercial
sugar plantation remained quite high. This vulnerability and the reluc-
tance of freedpeople to return to antebellum levels of labor intensity
may help to explain why the postbellum Louisiana sugar industry
never recovered from the shock administered by defeat and emancipa-
tion.” In any case, the wartime experiment with free labor in Louisi-
ana did foreshadow the conflicts between landless laborers and landed
plantation owners that would continue to bedevil the postbellum south-
ern economy until well into the twentieth century.

AY

The Vicksburg campaign gave Grant’s army an opportunity to imple-
ment the Emancipation Proclamation in the heart of the Mississippi
Valley’s Cotton Kingdom. Quite predictably, this effort precipitated a
rapid erosion of antebellum labor relations, but its pace stunned the
invaders as well as the resident slaveowners. Not only did the north-
ern army find itself overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of freedom-
seeking blacks, but the masters discovered that they could not regain
control over their slaves unless they abandoned their plantations and
fled to the Confederate “interior.” Their flight provided the Yankees
with productive land upon which to create an effective mechanism for
coping with the multifaceted dilemmas created by emancipation.
Again, northern lessees took over many of these abandoned planta-
tions, using black laborers supplied by the Union army. Conditions on
these plantations remained far from ideal, since many lessees refused
to honor their promises about working conditions and living arrange-
ments. Because no group seemed either willing or able to assume the
burden of caring for unemployed slave refugees, it fell to other blacks
to pay for the meager care these fugitives received—through a tax
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levied by the Yankees against the employed blacks” wartime earnings
from growing cotton. Out of this experience would come the painful
discovery that free laborers stood little chance in competition against
the combined interests of planters and northern industrialists.

The Vicksburg campaign occurred in three major phases. Initially,
a combined land-sea force attempted to compel the city to surren-
der. However, unlike the people of New Orleans, Baton Rouge, and
Natchez, who surrendered in preference to seeing their cities turned
into battlefields, Vicksburg’s residents refused to submit without a fight
to the finish. Northern commanders attempted a number of expedi-
ents, including the construction of a canal to bypass the blufftop cita-
del. When none of these strategies worked, the expedition withdrew
in July, 1862, after a two-month stay in the river opposite the city. Not
until late November, 1862, did the Union mount another sustained as-
sault. This time, Grant attempted a pincers movement, with one arm
traveling overland from Memphis while the other moved by water. Un-
fortunately for Grant, his Confederate adversaries managed to sever
the extended supply line linking the overland segment to its forward
bases. Accordingly, Grant withdrew, leaving Sherman to fight an in-
conclusive engagement at Chickasaw Bluffs, north of Vicksburg. This
second setback persuaded Grant that Vicksburg would fall to only one
kind of strategy: a prolonged close-order investment. In January, 1863,
therefore, he shifted his headquarters to the swampy Louisiana shore
opposite Vicksburg and devoted the next six months to probing the
city’s defense. On May 17, Grants army succeeded in laying siege to
Vicksburg, the siege that eventually produced the July 4th surrender
that opened the Mississippi River cotton belt to the full effects of the
northern emancipation weapon.*

This third phase of the Vicksburg campaign occurred simultane-
ously with the initial portion of the northern attempt to implement the
Emancipation Proclamation. However, even before reaching the cot-
ton heartland, Grant had already discovered that far greater numbers
of slaves wished to avail themselves of freedom than the northern
army could possibly use effectively. Seeking to rid his camps of surplus
blacks, Grant contracted with a northern labor recruiter to send refu-
gee blacks to midwestern cities. This gambit evoked an immediate and
heated rebuff from the Lincoln administration, which insisted that the
specter of black refugees surging toward the North created a political
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blacklash that threatened to undermine support for the war effort.
Grant learned what Butler had already discovered: that Lincoln meant
to contain the dilemmas created by wartime runaways within the south-
ern states.®

A policy issue of this magnitude called for high-level consultation.
In January, 1863, Lincoln met with Stanton and Navy Secretary Gideon
Welles to thrash out the complex set of political and social problems
raised by the decision to implement emancipation. Subsequently,
Stanton acted on Lincolns orders and directed the Adjutant General of
the Army, Lorenzo Thomas, to go to the Mississippi Valley and take
charge of implementing emancipation. General Thomas undertook the
lengthy journey to Grant’s headquarters without a formal plan of ac-
tion, armed only with Lincoln’s instructions that whatever formula he
devised should involve the least possible political repercussion in the
free states. General Thomas understood the dual thrust of Lincoln’s
plan; the northern President saw emancipation as a double-edged
weapon, one that would weaken the Confederacy by draining away
valuable laborers and also strengthen the North by providing a hitherto
untapped source of manpower for the Union army. Thomas knew of
the experiences at Fortress Monroe, Virginia, in the South Carolina
Sea Islands, and in southern Louisiana, which showed that the invad-
ing army could attract large numbers of black fugitives only at the cost
of providing shelter for multigenerational extended families.

By the time he reached Cairo, Illinois, General Thomas had drafted
a preliminary plan of action, which he sent to Washington for perusal
by the Secretary of War and the President. Accepting the conventional
political wisdom that moving freedmen north would be impolitic,
Thomas couched his solution in free labor rhetoric. The blacks flocking
to the northern lines, Thomas asserted, “should be put into a position
to make their own living. The men should be employed as laborers and
teamsters and those who could be induced to do so or conscripted if
necessary, be mustered into the service as soldiers, and the others
with the women and children placed on abandoned plantations to till
the ground.”

This rudimentary plan of action provided the basic framework for
free labor adjustments among black refugees for the balance of the
Civil War. In practice, it resulted in dividing the black population into
three discrete groups. The first group included the able-bodied men
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who found themselves either drafted into the federal army or working
as military laborers. The second encompassed the families of men serv-
ing the northern government; this group tended to take up residence
on abandoned plantations, working as contract laborers under wage
guidelines established by General Thomas. The sick and elderly who
constituted the third major group tended to end up on Freedmens
Home Farms, wretched disease-ridden contraband camps paid for by
taxes levied on the wages of other freedpeople.

All of these arrangements required time to establish. During the
interval between Thomas’s presentation of his plan and its full-scale im-
plementation, northern soldiers encountered a reception similar to
those met in the border states and in southern Louisiana: enthusiastic
blacks were anxious to avail themselves of freedom and the oppor-
tunity to earn money in the process. Near Grant’s headquarters at Lake
Providence, Louisiana, “at least forty niggers came to me,” reported an
Towa doctor, Senneca Thrall, “hat off ‘Massa don you wan a boy to take
care of your hoss, black you boots, do anything you want, oh Massa,
take me with you, do take me with you’.”ss

It did not take long for many fugitives to conclude that the freedom
they experienced in disease-ridden shanties and ragged tents erected
around the peripheries of northern army camps bore scant resem-
blance to the Day of Jubilo about which they had dreamed for so long.
In addition to the physical rigors of life in the camps, the blacks also
discovered that a number of their Yankee friends proved harsh task-
masters, demanding even more work than had the slaveowners.

So disillusioned were the freedpeople that quite significant num-
bers of them ran away from the Yankees, preferring life on the old
home place or maroonage to overwork and abuse at the hands of their
supposed liberators. An Iowa soldier charged with supervising one
group expressed bitter resentment when confronted by this particular
method of collective action: “About three days ago I had 21 turned over
to me who were taken from plantations in Alabama, and today after
working but three days, they have begged me half the day to give them
passes to go home. . . . I told them if they went they better stay and
never show me their faces again.”*

Not surprisingly, freedmen viewed these situations in a sharply dif-
ferent light. Frank Smith cogently expressed the dissatisfaction that
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many blacks felt about working for the Union army; he disliked “Yan-
kees” because “dey wanted you to wuk all de time.”* Other freed-
people found cause for discontent in their failure to receive the wages
promised by their northern friends. One freedman ran away from the
Yankees back to his former master. When asked how much money he
received in payment for his months of labor as a camp servant, the for-
mer fugitive expostulated bitterly, “Never a cent. Oh the mean ras-
cal.—]Just like a Yankee.”* Running away from the Yankees provided
one means of obtaining relief from military labor demands that con-
flicted with freedmen’s sense of what “free labor” ought to entail.

Running away also provided a means of contesting strange Yankee
notions that once a person agreed to work for wages, that person in-
curred an obligation to continue doing so, regardless of his or her other
interests. A northern officer gave unwitting testimony to the divergent
cultural assumptions that freedpeople often brought to their initial ex-
periences with free labor: “Ball’s servant . . . does the cooking passably
well and robs us to feed his friends and wives. . . . Lt. Berrysman. . .
ran away several days ago. . . . These fellows work well and are fairly
faithful until they are paid, when they seem to be taken with an irre-
sistible desire to see the world.”* It would appear that these freedmen
wished to go into the nexus of free labor only far enough to gain for
themselves and their dependents things that they could not obtain
otherwise. Then, after earning whatever amount of money seemed ade-
quate for their needs, they apparently wanted to retreat into working
on their own initiative until such time as necessity again required a
temporary sally into the cash economy.

The centrality of the ex-slaves” concern for the welfare of their de-
pendents made a deep impression on General William Sherman. When
officials at St. Louis requested the assignment of a number of blacks to
work on the river, Sherman replied by insisting, “I appreciate the scar-
city of labor . . . and doubt not that it could be remedied by employing
negroes. . . . By opening the river to fugitive negroes, I believe we
could send St. Louis any number by allowing them to take their fami-
lies along.” *® Several months later a Sherman aide dispatched a similar
reply to a request for black laborers for service on the Union river
fleet. “General Sherman informs me that he can send you the 200 con-
trabands required, provided you are willing to receive their families
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with them. . . . The negroes are very averse to going further north. I
have had the officers among them, endeavoring to recruit but with
poor success.”

Concern for the security of their families prompted the heads of
extended kin groups to exercise great caution about whether and
when to make a break toward freedom with the Yankees. One of the
women missionaries working with blacks from the Cotton Kingdom re-
ported a striking example of the kind of reticence that was motivated
by concern for the quality of life in the northern camps. When Laura
Haviland asked the female leader of a recently arrived group of freed-
people whether she came in pursuit of freedom, the former slave
replied:

Freedom! . . . No, Missus, we never hear nothing like it. We'’s starvin’ an’

we come to get somfin’ t'eat. Dat’s what we come for. Our people home tell

us Yankees want niggers to kill; an dey boils em up in great caldrons to eat,
case dey’s starvin’. But all de white men gone in de army, an’ lef us wid mis-

sus, an dey locks de bacon up for de sojers, an” gib us little han’ful 0’ meal a

day, a’ we’s got weak and trimbly. An’ I tole my people we’s gwine to die

anyhow, an’ we'd try de Yankees.®

Escapees fleeing the specter of starvation at home added consider-
ably to the numbers of freedpeople with whom Grant’s men found
themselves compelled to contend. Since the northern government re-
fused to appropriate any money for relief, the freedpeople themselves
were forced to make involuntary contributions toward support of their
indigent, elderly, and sick: a 10 percent tax was levied against the
wages supposedly paid to black laborers and soldiers by the managers
of leased plantations and also by the War Department. Reporting on
his activities during 1864 as head of Mississippi Valley relief efforts for
freedpeople, Chaplain John Eaton boasted about the success of this
system of taxation: “Not a cent of money has ever been drawn from the
Government, for the Freedmen on any account. A careful use of the tax
required by Orders 63 and of funds accruing from the profits on labor
in the departments, under the care of different superintendents, has
met all the incidental expenses of these wide-spread operations.”

Chaplain Eaton also expressed pride in the performance of the
small number of blacks to whom the northern government agreed to
lease portions of abandoned plantations, particularly the settlement at
Palmyra Bend, Mississippi, where Confederate President Jefferson
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Davis owned one of the largest plantations. In both 1863 and 1864, the
black drivers on the Davis plantations managed to earn large cash prof-
its from the cultivation and sale of cotton.* Although Eaton recognized
that the scale of wartime profitmaking at Palmyra Bend was excep-
tional, he believed that these activities merely hinted at the pool of
entrepreneurial talent lurking among the freedpeople. His annual re-
ports point to a number of examples,® and one of his assistants filed the
following commentary on the success achieved by black lessees during
the 1864 season:
I cannot see that, in any particular, these colored men have been less suc-
cessful than the white planters along side them. Where they employed
hands, there is little if any complaint against them, either in the matter of
rations or usage. Having undertaken small manageable tracts of lands,
working them in good part themselves, and employing but a small number

of hands, their crops have been more fully worked, so have produced more
bountifully.*

It appears that the wartime experience with free labor revealed the be-
ginnings of class differentiation within the community of freedpeople,
a process that would exert significant impact upon postbellum south-
ern political and social developments.

Perhaps nothing illustrated better the contrasting values and cul-
tural assumptions held by the freedpeople and the Yankees than did
the pride evident in Chaplain Eaton’s dual boasts about black entrepre-
neurship on the one hand and black self-sufficiency on the other. Even
though the makings of a black elite are clearly evident within the ranks
of successful wartime entrepreneurs, it does seem obvious that the
practical consequences of the system proposed by General Lorenzo
Thomas and endorsed by Chaplain Eaton denied access to entre-
preneurship for the vast majority of freedpeople. The abandoned-
plantation scheme consigned wartime refugees to a life as tillers of soil
owned by others. Put another way, that aspect of the coming of free
labor that occurred beneath the aegis of the Yankees laid the basis for
the creation of a postwar agrarian proletariat. Precisely because the
victorious North could not bring itself to give former slaves anything
more substantial than temporary use of land abandoned by Confeder-
ate supporters, postwar freedpeople would discover that they could
not avoid compromising their deeply held desire for the economic au-
tonomy of the extended family.
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If the emancipation experience behind federal lines revealed the lim-
itations of the northern commitment to free labor for southern blacks,
the analogous experience on the Confederate side exposed the inveter-
ate resistance to fully matured free labor relations that former slave-
holders would express for many years after the Civil War. Members of
the master class seemed quite aware of the revolutionary alterations in
labor relations that followed in the wake of the war, and their reac-
tions belie claims for the “continuity” between ante- and postbellum
southern society. By examining how slaveholders responded to black
struggles for freedom during the war, we gain a perspective on the
problems that ensued once the military conflict came to an end. This
perspective suggests that the masters may have experienced greater
difficulty than the slaves in overcoming the psychological “heritage of
slavery.”

In areas behind Confederate lines, the wartime demise of slave la-
bor relations occurred in a number of different ways, with the precise
details of any scenario depending upon time and place and upon a par-
ticular slave’s situation vis-a-vis the owner. One of the most surprising
venues for the birth of free labor appeared within Confederate army
camps. There, enterprising personal servants of affluent volunteers
discovered that they could take profitable advantage of their spare time
by selling or bartering their services to soldiers unable to afford a full-
time camp servant. The son of a Louisiana planter summed up the role
of Confederate body servants when he argued, “The negro was an im-
mense convenience to his master in that he did in general relieve the
latter of such domestic drudgery as cooking, washing, sewing, caring
for his horse, etc.”® Another Louisiana plantation scion reported that
his servant Allen “has been and is getting on swimmingly.” Allen did so
well that his master found out he was earning “a good deal of money for
his services” from poorer soldiers.® In fact, so proficient did Calib, the
body servant of Edward Burrus, become at making money in camp that
Burrus’s father decided to stop sending Edward his allowance, urging
Edward to rely on Calib’s earnings for pocket money.®

Less obvious but even more significant were the variety of ways
that slaves succeeded in playing their masters off against the southern
government. For example, the slaves of Nimrod Porter, a planter resid-
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ing in Maury County, Tennessee, did Porters bidding by evading a
Confederate detachment seeking to impress blacks for labor in Confed-
erate encampments. In return, Porter looked the other way while his
“slaves” won significant concessions at home; as Porter put it, “Our
negroes are getting along as usual only there is verry little in the way of
working.” ™ In another instance, a slave youth named Joe ran away from
his west Tennessee owner during the spring of 1861. His master wrote
the Confederate commander at Fort Randolph, Tennessee, requesting
him to keep a sharp eye out for the runaway “negro boy,” whom the
owner suspected would seek work as a waiter in one of the Confederate
camps.”™ By playing anxious masters off against desperate Confederate
officers, blacks in Confederate-held areas could substantially enlarge
their margin of autonomy, even to the extent of gaining quasi-freedom
with the tacit consent of either their owners or the southern army. This
helps explain the fierce resistance that masters mounted to attempts by
the southern government to use slave labor for military purposes.™
As the war progressed, it became increasingly apparent that the
longer the conflict lasted, the less control owners would exert over
their human property. Within two weeks after Mary Fitzpatrick’s hus-
band left their Alabama plantation for his duty post with the southern
army, Mrs. Fitzpatrick dispatched an urgent note, demanding that her
spouse return home “right away” in order to curtail the truculence of
their newly restive blacks.™ Another slaveholder’s wife wrote from cen-
tral Texas in August, 1863, about an incident that symbolized the gen-
eral decline in control over slaves, even among those residing deep in
the “interior.” When an elderly master attempted to whip a prime
fieldhand, the burly slave first scoffed contemptuously at the old man’s
feeble efforts and then refused to accept any punishment whatsoever.
Adding insult to injury, the slave “cursed the old man all to pieces” as
he walked but did not run to the woods, sending back word that he
would return only if the slaveholder refrained from further attempts at
correction. When the master assented to this new arrangement, a lib-
erated person walked back to the plantation—certainly no longer a
slave, even if he could not yet claim the full benefits of freedom.™
Neither male nor female owners reacted gracefully to the sudden
disappearance of control over their slave property. Whether it came
about because of the presence of northern troops or because of ele-
vated levels of black assertiveness, the confrontation with free labor
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left many southern whites boiling with anger and resentment. Many
felt themselves badly betrayed, since so much of the antebellum pro-
slavery ideology had rested on the southern whites” confidence in the
loyalty of their slaves, particularly their trusted domestic servants.
How slaveholders reacted to the unwelcome advent of black assertive-
ness during the war tells us a great deal about how such persons might
react in the immediate postbellum period.

Southern women responded quite negatively to the sudden ab-
sence of trusted slaves. Mrs. Mary Eskeridge expressed a familiar war-
time complaint upon learning that three of her most valuable and
trusted male slaves had escaped. “I have tried to do my part to the
negroes,” lamented Mrs. Eskeridge, “it is truly a trial of uprightness to
own them. . . . Those I trusted most have deceived me most and will
yet give me more trouble on account of their families.”” The daughter
of a plantation mistress commiserated with her sister about the de-
pressing fashion in which their mother had responded to the disap-
pearance of a trusted long-time personal servant: “I do wish Mama
would bear it better but it is very hard at her age to train others.” ™ The
chores that now fell to former mistresses often stimulated expressions
of rage; as a plantation mistress from Natchez put it, “John, Sarah and
Rose have left and I did the washing for six weeks, came near ruining
myself for life as I was too delicately raised for such hard work.””

Male slaveholders behaved little better when confronted with the
unexpected disappearance of a favored slave. Judge Robert S. Hudson
informed a friend, “My sickness still continues and since I wrote you I
have lost two valuable servants. One young man the favorite of all the
negroes I ever owned—He was more like a good friend than a servant
to me in my feelings.””™ The Reverend Samuel Andrew Agnew vented
in his diary the rage he felt when Wash, the plantation’s trusted lead
driver, decamped two days after the burial of Agnew’s brother Luther.
Since Wash had assisted Luther in managing the family estate, his dis-
appearance struck a particularly damaging blow. Agnew responded
with emotions of hurt and betrayal: “Wash has gone to the enemy. He is
a great rascal, acting in this manner under the circumstances with which
he was surrounded. He is an ungrateful and hypocritical wretch.”™

Even when masters attempted to conceal the depth of their pain,
the anguish caused by the loss of a trusted and experienced slave re-
vealed itself all too clearly. Take the correspondence of a Mississippi
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slaveholder, G. W. Humphreys: “The oldest negro man I had and [the]
one that my wife had entrusted with hiding her Queens ware and best
bed clothing after dark hitched the mules to the wagon, took all that
had been entrusted with him and his family which consisted in about
g—over half I had, and drove off. The balance I suppose have gone
before this. (But this is a small matter.)”®

Few indeed were the wartime owners who could find it in their
hearts to applaud the assertiveness of their former chattels. Since
Humphreys plainly felt disinclined to provide his former slaves with a
stake for their lives in freedom, his blacks, like many other groups of
Civil War fugitives, took what they needed, apparently feeling that
years of uncompensated toil entitled them to a concrete share of the
fruits of their labor. In one particularly poignant instance, a planter fol-
lowed his former slaves into a northern army camp, with the intention
of persuading them to return to their former position on his west Ten-
nessee cotton plantation. A Yankee soldier recorded the fashion in
which these freedpeople responded: “One man who lost 56 negroes
came into camp last night. Has 250 acres of cotton—cried about the
niggers but they laughed. Strong men among the number also women
old—middle aged—and young women—Babies etc. Twas an affecting
sight I assure you. They took an old buggy and mule to haul their
goods in.”®

The reconstitution of the southern labor system could not await the
outcome of the war,® since the population, both black and white, had
to eat. If slaves responded to the wartime situation by redirecting their
energies away from the tasks formerly assigned to them, then whites
residing behind southern lines had to respond in some way to this new
black initiative. The evidence suggests that whites began to forge new
accommodations with their blacks, accommodations that reflected the
changed balance of local forces wrought by the war. Masters and mis-
tresses who wished to get any effective labor out of their blacks found
themselves compelled to submit to new levels of personal and eco-
nomic assertiveness. Symbolic of the situation is the flippant comment
uttered by a female domestic whose mistress heard the doorbell and
called out for the youthful slave to go down and open the door; the
young woman replied tartly, “Answering bells is played out.”® The
mother of Confederate Senator Clement Clay encountered similar ex-
pressions of truculence on the family plantation near Huntsville, Ala-
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bama. Even though there were no Yankees in the immediate vicinity,
the blacks, after learning about Lincolns emancipation decree during
the spring of 1863, decided that they would no longer heed the com-
mands of the overseer. Mrs. Clay aptly summarized the new state of
labor relations that prevailed throughout the wartime South when she
wrote with mounting frustration, “The negroes are worse than free.
They say they are free. We cannot exert any authority. I beg ours to do
what little is done.”®

Only by finding some means of eliciting voluntary cooperation,
perhaps by paying wages or entering into equitable partnerships with
their blacks, could Confederates obtain the labor power needed to
grow essential foodstuffs. Despite repeated warnings from officials
about the dangers that could arise from free labor experiments within
the Confederacy, these experiments took place, motivated in large part
by the urgent necessity of providing food for the civilian population. In
fact, the legislatures in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Texas found these
problems so widespread that they felt themselves compelled either to
mandate rigid enforcement of antebellum prohibitions against slaves
hiring out their own time or to enact new laws aimed at suppressing
these seditious practices.®

Although such legislation might appear to indicate a tightening up
of the labor system, its passage in fact reflected broad recognition of
the irreparable damage already inflicted on the antebellum regime.
The case of Mrs. Sarah D. Garrett is illustrative. In September, 1864,
the Quarterly Court in Madison County, Mississippi, convicted Mrs.
Garrett of “permitting her three slaves to go at large and trade as free-
men.” On the basis of Mississippis new law, she was fined $500 and
sentenced to one year in prison. Mrs. Garrett’s appeal to the Governor
for clemency offers a glimpse into the alterations wrought by three
years of warfare:

Your petitioner is a widow lady with a helpless family. Her negroes are her

only support. . . . Her sons, her only protection, are in the army. . . . She

has no person to control them and being thus situated, she became entirely

dependent on her slaves, and was of necessity, to make them at all profit-

able, compelled to permit them to hire themselves. . . . The slave popula-

tion has become much demoralized and difficult of management, your peti-

tioner because of her widowed and helpless state chose rather to hire said

slaves to themselves than to permit them to go at large as they could and
probably would have done without any restraint or control over them.*
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The judge who heard the case pleaded with Governor Charles Clark to
commute her sentence, insisting that “the name and fact of imprison-
ment, however short, would be most mortifying and degrading to her
feelings, and I think wholly unnecessary to the arrest of the evil de-
signed to be remedied, so far as her case is concerned.”*

The Garrett case revealed the broad outlines of the truly revolu-
tionary transformation that had taken place in southern labor rela-
tions, virtually unnoticed amid the thunder of the military struggle.
For example, Governor Clark’s decision to grant clemency to Mrs.
Garrett produced a similar request for mercy in the case of a Lauder-
dale County man convicted under the same law. The district attorney
who prosecuted the case requested clemency for Elisha Radford, argu-
ing, “I know Mr. Radford to be a good and patriotic citizen, as he was
convicted under a law not generally enforced and indeed not generally
known. . . . He is a poor man and has two soldiers’ families to sup-
port.”® A southern woman put forward similar justifications in April of
1864; however, her Tennessee county court convicted her of violating
state law when she allowed her slaves “to act as free men” and to “hire
their own time.”®

Lest we imagine that these were isolated instances unrepresenta-
tive of the general trend of labor relations within the wartime South, it
is instructive to look at a major Confederate newspaper’s evaluation. In
July, 1863, the Arkansas True Democrat described the steady erosion
in slaveholders’ control over slave labor and summarized the wide-
spread effects of this apparently uncontrollable trend: “Not withstand-
ing stringent laws and ordinances against negroes hiring their own
time, slaves hire houses and have cook shops, beer holes and other pre-
tended means of support. They are flush of money; buy pistols and
horses and get white men to bid for them at auctions. On Markham
street, for two or three squares, every third house is a negro brothel
where it is said whiskey is sold.”®

Even in the most isolated “interior” regions of the Mississippi Val-
ley, slaveholders could not escape confrontations with the wartime ad-
vent of free labor. To one mistress in central Texas, the news of Lincoln’s
victory in the 1864 presidential election foreshadowed an indefinite
prolongation of the struggle for southern independence—and the spec-
ter of untold years of additional strife with her slaves prompted a stun-
ning admission of the erosion of slave labor relations. “With the pros-
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pect of another four years war you may give your negroes away . . . and
I'll move into a white settlement and work with my hands. . . . The
negroes care no more for me than if I was an old free darkey and I get
so mad sometimes I think I don't care . . . if Myles beats the last one of
them to death. I can't stay with them another year alone.”®* Mrs. Anna
Affleck discovered that she could not manage her Washington County,
Texas, plantation in the absence of her husband and two sons. Indeed,
she complained after her husband’s departure, “In his absence I had a
good deal of trouble with some of the negroes. . . . I would rather they
go than feed and clothe them in their idleness.”

Mrs. Affleck’s prayer that her newly obstreperous blacks might sim-
ply leave her in peace articulated the fondest hope of many wartime
slaveowners caught in the wrenching transformation to a free labor
economy. Everything about the new regime carried fearsome hints of
adjustments that most former slaveholders preferred to avoid. Finaliz-
ing a contract required some form of negotiation, a process that con-
ferred a glimmer of racial equality that many affluent white souther-
ners found extremely difficult to accept. Discussions between former
owners resentful of emancipation and former slaves jealous of their
new freedoms brought predictable results. An observer in Tippah
County, Mississippi, described one such scene: “McDonald (Dobbins
place) called his negroes to hire them a few days ago. His negroes de-
clined contracting with him. He then drove them off from the place
and has not a negro now.”® Although driving assertive freedmen from
the land might satisfy certain psychological needs, this tactic’s ability to
assure adequate labor had obvious limitations. Thus, like it or not, the
realities of the transformation of the southern labor system required
masters to enter into negotiations with former slaves.

Moreover, once a bargain was struck, it still remained for these mu-
tually suspicious parties to work through a crop season and to settle up
their accounts. The greater the percentage of prewar slaves who re-
mained on a farm, the more dramatic was the setting when the
slaveowner found him- or herself compelled for the very first time to
square accounts and to pay blacks for agricultural labor. Giving incen-
tive payments to one’s slaves was not the same thing as paying wages to
free laborers, since in the former arrangement the decision about
whether to recognize superior performance remained a prerogative of
the master, whereas in the latter the payment of an earned wage was a
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matter of right. The owner of a sugar plantation located on Bayou
Lafourche, Louisiana, found it hard to concentrate completely on reck-
oning his cash liability to his former slaves; he considered that task “a
disagreeable business.”* So long as former owners balked at either ne-
gotiating contracts with their former slaves or settling up accounts,
conflict would remain an inescapable part of the process of reconstruct-
ing a southern labor system.

Blacks seemed keenly aware of the difficulties that lay ahead of
them. Even those with little experience in the intricacies of free labor
recognized that the immediate postwar period would pose major chal-
lenges for persons without a strong claim to land. As the war wound
down and Confederate defeat became inevitable, former slaves grew
increasingly impatient about the absence of any firm commitment from
the liberators to provide them with the basic prerequisite for economic
independence: land. When the northern general in charge of the post
at Fort Smith, Arkansas, attempted to follow his orders to compel the
freedpeople to enter binding wage contracts for the 1865 growing sea-
son, one freedman found the prospect of permanent subjugation to
wage labor so intolerable that he confronted the general directly about
being emancipated from slavery into landless dependency. “I want
some land; I am helpless,” asserted the freedman. “You do nothing for
me but give me my freedom.” The flustered general felt himself in a
quandary, since it seemed to him that the freedom to seek a job was a
sufficient gift. The freedman responded from the depths of his culture
when he insisted that this version of “free labor” was not the kind of
freedom he wanted: “It is enough for the present; but I cannot help
myself unless I get some land; then I can take care of myself and my
family; otherwise I cannot do it.”*

This freedman understood that landlessness thrust him into a hope-
lessly subordinate economic position. In this recognition we find an-
swers to the question of why conflict prevailed throughout the eco-
nomic reorganization of the postbellum South. Former slaves clearly
hoped that freedom from chattel slavery would convey more than
merely the extinguishing of their former masters’ claims to ownership
of their persons. They wanted the freedom to exercise economic inde-
pendence, lest freedom from slavery provide little more than another
form of involuntary servitude. This goal placed them on a collision
course with the interests of landowning former slaveholders; only if the
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northern government had sided firmly and consistently with the freed-
people could they have moved beyond the status of impoverished land-
less agrarian laborers. Yet the northern army, in what was perhaps the
first major intervention of federal power in a national labor dispute,
ensured that both during and after the Civil War the freedmen’s dream
of landed economic independence would remain an elusive mirage.

VI

This forcible intervention on the side of capital marked a major point
of departure for the party of Abraham Lincoln. When the Republicans
vaulted to power in 1860, they did so on the basis of a platform that
appealed to workingmen’s interests, a platform that viewed govern-
mental guarantees of access to landownership as the essential prere-
quisite for freedom. In fact, Lincoln insisted during the 1860 campaign
that access to landownership gave free men their most desirable ave-
nue of escape from the repugnant shackles of “wage slavery.” For
Lincoln, wage slavery meant permanent economic subordination: that
is, life as a paid employee working for someone else on someone else’s
property. It would appear that the Arkansas freedman who asked only
for land was reiterating the Republican dogma that saw “Free Soil,
Free Labor, and Free Men” as the instrumentalities of the American
Dream. When he demanded land, this freedman was throwing the
central contradiction of the northern emancipation program squarely
in the faces of his so-called liberators.

It may well be that their experience with the agonizing contradic-
tions revealed during the war helped to sensitize many conservative
Republicans to the ideological inconsistencies that would eventually
compel their party to abandon its condemnation of “wage slavery.”®
Although Republicans managed to evade these contradictions during
the war by pointing to the prior necessity of saving the Union, the is-
sues raised by coming of free labor to the wartime South reemerged
during the Reconstruction period. The question of how the federal
government would employ its power in disputes between capital and
labor grew more and more intense as the American industrial revolu-
tion moved forward.

The close interrelation between the suppression of the southern
blacks” quest for economic independence and the suppression of the
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northern workingmen’s pursuit of a similar dream makes the study of
the wartime origins of southern free labor all the more significant. If
Benjamin Quarles accurately assessed the revolutionary transforma-
tion of labor relations within the Confederacy when he insisted that
blacks had already won de facto freedom prior to Appomattox, our ex-
amination of this experience indicates that its extent varied, depending
upon local labor systems and the timing of emancipation. Nonetheless,
the study of the origins of the southern transition to free labor offers
an exciting and potentially fruitful area of inquiry in the study of
nineteenth-century southern society. Only by analyzing the specifics
of various southern regional economies can scholars uncover the evi-
dence needed to locate the American experience with emancipation in
its broadest global context. Situating this experience in a global context
will demonstrate its complementarity with the nineteenth-century in-
ternational transformation that witnessed the successful substitution of
capitalist forms of free labor for preexisting systems of unfree agrarian

labor.
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