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Introduction
Portrait of Isaac and Rosa

The boy and girl looked toward the camera. They were just
old enough to understand the task assigned them: to stand very still,
with arms linked, and direct their gaze to the contraption in front of
them. Isaac was eight and Rosa, six. How two former slave children
from Louisiana ended up in a Broadway photographer’s studio in 1863
requires some explanation. For now, it is enough to know that both
children had been the property of slaveholders in New Orleans not long
before their image was printed on cartes-de-visite (a new format for
photography in the mid-nineteenth century, allowing for more than one
copy, on individual cards, made cheaply) and offered for sale. The sale
of their portrait would fund newly established schools for former slaves
in southern Louisiana, a region already occupied by the Union army. In
fact, the Civil War still had its hold on the nation, with death tolls and
discontent on the rise. The portrait of Isaac and Rosa, at once charming
and provocative, said much about the uncertainties that hung in the air
that year.

They would have made an uncommon pair, the black-skinned boy
and the white-skinned girl. Although there were many racial taboos in
nineteenth-century America, a white girl on the arm of a black boy was
surely one of the most scandalous. That Rosa was a “colored” girl who
only looked white—that she toyed with a person’s ability to see black-
ness at all—only made the pair of them more intriguing. Isaac wore a
suit with tie and collar, his cap in hand, and Rosa a dress and cape, full
petticoats, and a fancy hat. Despite their young ages, they stood posed
like a gentleman and lady making an entrance. But that was much the
point of the photograph: to anticipate the adults they would become.
The portrait “Isaac and Rosa, Emancipated Slave Children from the
Free Schools of Louisiana,” was, above all, a picture about the future.
Or, rather, about the many futures that seemed possible in 1863.
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Isaac and Rosa were emissaries of a message they only partly under-
stood. Both children had been born into slavery in the South, freed by
the Union army in 1863, and, with several other freed children and
adults, taken on tour in the North. Three of the children, including
Rosa, appeared to be white—a testament, their sponsors argued, to the
brutal system of slavery that condoned the sexual exploitation of en-
slaved women by white men and, in turn, produced children as fair-
skinned as any “white” child. Through public appearances and the sale
of photographs, the group’s sponsors proposed to raise money for the
education of former slaves recently freed in the South. Yet the timing of
this tour suggests that Isaac, Rosa, and the others were part of a larger
campaign. On January 1, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln had issued
the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing all enslaved people in Confed-
erate-held territory. Although it did not free every enslaved person
(some, within Union territory, remained enslaved while many others
had already freed themselves by following Federal troops), it made it
clear that the abolition of slavery would be a result of the Civil War.
Since the proclamation’s signing, the war had become increasingly un-
popular in the North, where a large urban working class resented the
conscription of its men in a war to end slavery, particularly when
wealthier men could buy their way out of service. These same workers
also dreaded the competition that might come from millions of freed
blacks from the South who would work for low wages. Only a few
months before Isaac and Rosa had their picture made in New York,
draft rioters had taken to the city’s streets, burning buildings and as-
saulting people, often targeting the local black population.1

The urban working class was not alone in its anxiety about the
end of slavery. Middle-class northerners, too, fretted over the conse-
quences of abolition. The antislavery movement had for some time ar-
gued that slavery could be abolished peacefully, with little disruption
to the South’s plantation economy, an economy on which northern
manufacturers depended. Still, many in the North looked warily at the
prospect of immediate emancipation. At best, skeptics declared, former
slaves would refuse to work or would move north en masse to escape
the plantations, leaving the South’s cotton fields to lie fallow. At worst,
freedpeople would seek revenge against their former masters, fulfilling
Thomas Jefferson’s dark visions of slave emancipation as a race war.2

Abolitionists did what they could to assuage such fears. Lydia Maria
Child, for instance, in an antislavery pamphlet published in 1860, re-
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counted tales of earlier, peaceful emancipations in the Caribbean that
proved profitable for Atlantic markets. After presenting evidence from
Jamaica, Montserrat, even Haiti (the black republic that resulted from
a violent slave revolt—because rights had been denied slaves, Child
wrote, not because they had been granted them), the author concluded:
“History proves that emancipation has always been safe. It is an unde-
niable fact, that not one white person has ever been killed, or wounded,
or had life or property endangered by any violence attendant upon im-
mediate emancipation, in any of the many cases where the experiment
has been tried. On the contrary, it has always produced a feeling of se-
curity in the public mind.”3

Few images could better foreshadow a peaceful emancipation than
Isaac and Rosa’s portrait. By some readings, their photograph was an
assurance to northern viewers about the future after slavery. The image
of neatly dressed “emancipated slave children” who were attending
school, preserved in portraiture on photograph cards and posed like
their white northern middle-class counterparts, presented education as
the means to transform young former slaves into models of discipline
and propriety. Schooling children like Isaac and Rosa, guiding them
by the light of northern “civilization,” would eradicate slavery’s effects,
producing instead industrious young people with the desires of free mar-
ket consumers. From the looks of Isaac and Rosa, emancipation would
be peaceful and prosperous for the nation. This was the vision of the
children’s sponsors, perhaps—their vision of the transition from slavery
to freedom—but there were others.

As a remnant of history—or a “relic of the Civil War,” as someone
later scrawled down the side of the carte-de-visite—Isaac and Rosa’s
photograph is more prism than portrait. Although it was created as
antislavery, pro-emancipation propaganda, in truth, it could be read a
number of ways, depending upon the viewer, since like most propa-
ganda, the photograph engaged the arguments of opponents as well as
supporters. It evoked not only an orderly emancipation but also its op-
posite. Common to every possible reading of this photograph, however,
from the most hopeful to the most pessimistic, was the notion that such
children might be the heralds of slavery’s aftermath.

Looking at Isaac and Rosa, for instance, some nineteenth-century
viewers may have seen abolition’s triumph. Free people of color, in par-
ticular, had long begun to doubt the possibility of freedom and equality
for people of African descent in the United States. In the 1850s and
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1860s many of them began looking to Mexico and Haiti as havens from
the repressions of the antebellum South. They looked for a country in
which they and their children could prosper, a place where race would
no longer be a barrier to citizenship. For free people of color, the image
of Isaac and Rosa could have been an assurance that their children
would enjoy the benefits of a public education, with the support of the
federal government. For former slaves, too, the education of their chil-
dren was critical to protecting their rights and autonomy after emanci-
pation. As one former slave testified to Union officials in June 1863, the
reason freedpeople were so determined to send their children to school
was that “the children in the after years will be able to tell us ignorant
ones how to do for ourselves.”4 Freedpeople’s demands that their chil-
dren receive regular schooling became central to labor negotiations with
planters and federal agents throughout the South after emancipation. To
consider Isaac and Rosa from the perspective of former slaves, there-
fore, is to see black freedom’s promise. So young, without the visible
scars of bondage, their faces still unlined by grief and sun, their tailored
clothes a far remove from the coarse shirts and bare feet of slave chil-
dren, this generation might be spared the full agony of slavery and es-
tablish themselves as free people.

As a representation of both slavery and freedom, however, this pho-
tograph would have been as frightening to some as it was hopeful to
others. Among white northern viewers, in fact, the portrait of Isaac and
Rosa might have raised more eyebrows than it did donations. If their
youth and innocence pointed to slavery’s cruelties, Rosa’s pale skin
brought slavery close to home for white northerners. Aimed at white
viewers, it was a racial argument in visual terms, advocating slavery’s
destruction. Here was an institution that could enslave not just black
children but children as light-skinned as Rosa. What, then, would keep
rogue slaveholders from enslaving white people? Many northerners who
had reached the South during the war had noted the large number of
enslaved people who seemed to be “white.” The racial anxieties Isaac
and Rosa may have stirred were not limited to the spread of slavery,
however. The black-skinned boy and the white-skinned girl, both of
whom were “colored,” raised questions about who was “white” and
who was not, and how someone could (or could not) tell the difference.
What were the consequences of freeing racially ambiguous people like
Rosa? Would emancipation encourage further “mixing” between the
races? Would it throw all “white” people’s whiteness into question?
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The sight of these educated freedchildren, in suit and starched petti-
coats, foretold of another transformation as well: the disappearance of
a black agricultural labor force in the South. Isaac and Rosa were not
dressed for a day’s work in the fields. As representatives of the cam-
paign for the education of freedpeople, this pair in middle-class attire
bode ill for southern planters as well as northern industrialists. South-
ern slaveholders had made it a crime to teach slaves to read and write
for fear that they would forge their own passes, absorb the radicalism
of antislavery tracts, and otherwise plot their way to freedom. But the
fears of slaveholders also sprang from their own vulnerability. For all
their talk about their slaves’ dependence on them, it was they who were
dependent on their slaves. In one southern educator’s view of slave
emancipation, “The cook, that must read the daily newspaper, will spoil
your beef and your bread. The sable pickaninny, that has to do his
grammar and arithmetic, will leave your boots unblacked and your
horse uncurried.”5 From the perspective of southern planters, then, the
image of Isaac and Rosa would have foretold the collapse of the planta-
tion economy and a social revolution of frightful proportions. Yet some
white southerners predicted that the education of black children would
have even more dire consequences, expressing apocalyptic visions tinged
with fears about sexual interaction between blacks and whites after
slavery. One Louisiana legislator argued in 1864, in the course of de-
bates over the abolition of slavery in the state, that the prospect of edu-
cating black children would lead to bloody race riots.

The visions of black freedom that children like Isaac and Rosa con-
jured are the subject of this book. As members of the first generation of
African Americans to grow up in the former slaveholding republic, the
black child—freedom’s child—represented the possibility of a future
dramatically different from the past, a future in which black Ameri-
cans might have access to the same privileges as whites: landownership,
equality, autonomy. The “problem of freedom” (to borrow historian
Thomas Holt’s phrase), therefore, was not limited to what kind of labor
system would replace slavery, whether former slaves would receive land,
or even whether they would learn to read and write.6 Struggles over
the meaning of freedom—that is, over what slave emancipation would
mean in practice—were attempts to spell out what should be. The prob-
lem of freedom, in the largest sense, was how to reconcile the conflict-
ing visions of the future that slave emancipation inspired.

In this, the black child became both muse and metaphor. While some
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views of the black child were infused with hope, others burdened their
prophets with frightening images of disorder. Through representations
of freedom’s child and her future, nineteenth-century Americans antici-
pated the social, political, and economic consequences of slave emanci-
pation. The meanings attached to the black child in the nineteenth cen-
tury, in turn, reflected the multiplicity of imagined consequences of
black freedom from slavery: the expansion of a transatlantic free black
community, threats to white nationalism and white supremacy, the
transformation of former slaves into free laborers under the banner of
Anglo-Saxon civilization, the assertion of black autonomy and equality,
and racial discrimination after slavery.

Visions of the future, competing for space within any historical pres-
ent, are the very fiber of social struggle.7 Conflicts over the fate of the
freedchild—that is, over the consequences of slavery’s abolition—con-
stituted a many-sided debate over the destruction or preservation of a
brutal racial hierarchy in the United States. This debate had been, for
abolitionists like Frederick Douglass, the ideological crux of the Civil
War. Fearing that the true meaning of the Civil War was being erased
in favor of romanticized stories of military bravery and national recon-
ciliation, Douglass reminded an audience in 1878 that the sectional con-
flict had been “a war of ideas, a battle of principles . . . a war between
the old and new, slavery and freedom, barbarism and civilization.”8 If
the opposing sides in this ideological battle were clear for Douglass,
however, the archives have preserved a more complicated struggle. The
debate over the meaning of the Civil War that so frustrated Douglass,
in fact, had its roots in the aspirations and fears Americans brought
to the prospect of slavery’s abolition. Free people of color, white north-
ern audiences, freedpeople, former slaveholders, white northern mili-
tary officials and reformers, politicians north and south—all these
groups brought to slave emancipation radically different ideas about
black freedom.

To render these competing visions, each of the chapters that follow
tells a separate story about the end of slavery and its aftermath. Though
distinct, these stories are connected by the struggle they narrate: the
fractious debate over racial hierarchy and racial equality at the dawn
of slave emancipation in the United States. Through the prism of free-
dom’s child, we see the uncertainty of the nation’s future, the untidy
sum of projected hopes and fears, as slavery gave way to freedom. We
can see that the battle over the future of the nation’s racial hierarchy
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was not just a conflict about political power, civil rights, and wage
scales. Rather, as Frederick Douglass reminded his audience, it was also
a struggle over worldviews and aspirations. As Douglass also recog-
nized, the social issues raised by emancipation would last for genera-
tions. White supremacy, as an ideology and as a legal and social system,
flourished for one hundred years following the end of the Reconstruc-
tion in the South. With a close eye to the competing visions of the future
that the freedchild inspired, we uncover both the ideologies that fed the
swell of white supremacy after the Civil War and those that might have
stemmed it.

It is to these diverse and competing views, then, that the chapters
of this book are dedicated. In roughly chronological order, each chap-
ter presents another view of the transition from slavery to freedom,
and each is constructed around a theme that ties those ideas together—
emigration, racial classification, civilizing missions, labor, and public
schools. Chapter 1 begins with the 1850s, when, under the increasing
racial repressions that preceded the war, free people of color encouraged
their children to forecast lives for themselves in places outside of the
United States, in countries that might offer them freedom and equality.
In letters inquiring about and imagining migration to the Caribbean,
free children of color acquired the space to script their own futures, free
of the repressions of a slave society, as well as a sense of transatlantic
ties that bound together people of color and strengthened them in the
fight against inequality. Chapter 2 studies northern abolitionists’ enlist-
ment of light-skinned, “white”-looking enslaved girls in an ideological
campaign against slavery. Light-skinned girls like Rosa conjured the
past and future of sexual relations between blacks and whites sanc-
tioned by slavery. And they seemed to foreshadow both the blurring of
racial categories (such that “white” people might be enslaved if slavery
continued) and the difficulty of classification that would come once
“white”-looking slaves became free. Representations and images of
light-skinned slave girls, in fact, served to argue that slavery’s spread
threatened the freedoms of “white” people. Chapter 3 considers the
ideas of reformers and missionaries in the wartime and postbellum
South. Visions of former slave children, transformed from “ragged”
slaves into tidy freedchildren, projected the future for freedpeople in the
South as part of a larger Anglo-Saxon civilizing mission—so large, in
fact, that the cause of freedpeople and their education eventually fell to
the wayside in the effort to spread Anglo-American civilization in the
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late nineteenth century. Chapter 4 focuses on struggles between freed-
people and planters, both of whom saw black children and their labor
as instrumental to black self-sufficiency. Freedpeople and former owners
used the system of apprenticing freedchildren to a “master” or “mis-
tress” as a means, respectively, to achieve or to thwart the autonomy of
former slaves. In struggles over apprenticeship, both sides enacted their
definitions of free labor in the postbellum South. Finally, with chapter 5,
in debates among politicians and activists, black and white, the issue
of the black child’s public education—namely, whether she would be
segregated from or integrated with white children in public school—
became an augur for the future of race relations in the South and
the nation. Where white supremacists defended segregation as the only
means of maintaining social order in the South, far-seeing proponents of
school integration in the nineteenth century predicted the long and
tragic consequences of Jim Crow.

Although the history of freedom’s child is concerned, for the most
part, with adult visions of the black child, the reader will find here the
real children who inspired many of those ideas, children such as Ar-
mand Nicolas and André Grégoire, Rosa Downs and Isaac White, Elsie
and Puss, Ella Washington and Porter Nickols, Clement Dellande and
Olivia Edmunds.9 The first chapter even renders individual children’s
voices, through the letters of free children of color. Throughout this
book—in the records of the Freedmen’s Bureau after the war, in court
testimonies, photographs, legislative debates, newspaper accounts, and
missionary reports—I have tried to emphasize individual children and
their stories, whenever possible. And I have chosen to define their social
role as “children” not solely by their ages (although most of the “chil-
dren” you will meet in these pages were under seventeen) but also by
their dependence upon adults. It was both their youth and their status
as dependents whose futures could be decided by adults that made them
the subject of such speculation, debate, and struggle.10 The terms I have
used to refer to some of the subjects herein—“freedpeople,” “freed-
women,” and “freedchildren”—are ones of both utility and economy.
Some recent historians have adopted “freedpeople” as a better descrip-
tor, in place of “freedmen,” even though “freedmen” was perhaps the
more common term in the nineteenth century. I have adopted “freed-
women” and “freedchildren,” as well, because they serve to identify
particular social groups, with particular sets of concerns, and groups
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who were of interest to reformers, former owners, and political leaders
in the aftermath of emancipation.

The reader will also notice the use of much visual evidence in the sec-
ond and third chapters. Only after writing this book to its end did I
understand why I was so drawn to photographs. Because they are doc-
umentary images (in the sense that they rendered living, breathing peo-
ple), looking at them we seem to share, or nearly so, the vision of nine-
teenth-century viewers—that is, we see what they saw, in the most me-
chanical sense—in a way that no other documents from the period
allow. (I am reminded here of critic Roland Barthes’s recollections of
seeing a photograph of Napoleon’s brother, taken in 1852: “And I real-
ized then, with an amazement I have not been able to lessen since: ‘I am
looking at the eyes that looked at the Emperor.’ ”)11 And yet, there is
nothing direct about how Isaac and Rosa appeared to their contempo-
raries. Indeed, what is useful about their portrait is that it tells more
than one story: here was a world turned upside down or right side up,
depending on who was looking at it. Reading these photographs, find-
ing our way into the place and time that gave them meaning, is quite
difficult. But my aim has been to uncover what Americans imagined
would happen after slavery’s demise. And in the portraits of children
like Isaac and Rosa we have a precious window, however obscured.

This book begins and ends in Louisiana, and with the activities of
New Orleans’s French-speaking free people of color, or Afro-Creoles.
This population has been left out of histories of the South, the Civil
War, and slave emancipation in the United States because many writers
have considered it unrepresentative of the African American popula-
tion in the South, slave or free. While this group did share a vision of
freedom for all people of color that went beyond the U.S. South—a
vision that included other points around the Caribbean—in this they
were not an aberration but something of a vanguard. By 1861, before
the start of the Civil War, even Frederick Douglass, the leading black
abolitionist in the United States, had come to think that Haiti might be
a place more promising for the equality of blacks than his native coun-
try. The Afro-Creoles’ intellectual accomplishments (many of them were
writers and poets), combined with their long history of political activ-
ism, made them, along with Frederick Douglass, the most eloquent and
forward-thinking proponents of the rights of freedpeople and formerly
free people of color after the Civil War. As we will see, with the end of
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Reconstruction and the hardening of the color line in the South, the
Afro-Creoles launched numerous legal challenges in efforts to keep
the United States from becoming “two peoples” on opposite sides of a
racial divide, most famously with the landmark antisegregation case
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Their very public struggle for racial equality
was, by their terms, a question not of southern repression but of na-
tional citizenship. Its inspiration was a vision of the future in which all
Americans would be equal citizens, regardless of race, color, or previous
condition. Indeed, the most positive interpretation of the portrait of
Isaac and Rosa—that emancipation signaled a future of equal opportu-
nity for blacks as well as whites—would surely have come from the
Afro-Creoles of New Orleans. And so it is with them that we begin the
story of freedom’s child.
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Emigration
A Good and Delicious Country

It was in the summer of 1857 that William Green began
thinking about Veracruz, Mexico. The prospect of travel from New Or-
leans to the Caribbean, if one had business there, was commonplace in
the nineteenth century. But Green had very particular reasons for think-
ing about the Mexican coast that summer and wrote a letter about
Mexico to his friend Léon Dupart in Mobile, Alabama. Having been in-
formed by a mutual acquaintance that Dupart was leaving “on the next
vessel bound to that coast,” Green wrote, “I thought it my duty to give
you several advices on the industry that you ought to follow in that
country.” Mr. Green urged Dupart to enlist in agricultural pursuits but
bid him to be cautious about where to plant his crops. “On first arriv-
ing there,” he wrote, “you ought to buy a farm, and commence to culti-
vate the land, and have, if possible, the send of all the vegetables in the
market, and some fruit also. Don’t buy the place too close to the river
for if a flood should come it would destroy your crops of corn and cot-
ton.” Green confessed he would like to go along, “but my business will
prevent me from doing so now, time being so dull and I hardly make
my month’s rent. I must stay, as I can’t get no person to represent me
here.” Still, he saw an important role for himself in Dupart’s venture:
“If you can not get the materials of farming, send out here, and I will
send you them and seeds for the garden also, if you can’t get any I will
send you some. Do not fail to answer this,” he urged, “for I will be
ready at your request.”1

Though he aimed to suggest otherwise, William Green had little ex-
perience with settlement abroad. Thirteen at the time he wrote his letter
about Mexico, William was a free boy of color attending school at the
Catholic Institution in New Orleans, and his letter was an assignment
written for his English composition class.2 The gentleman in “Mobile,”
Léon Dupart, was one of his classmates in New Orleans. The destination
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of his letter, and of his friend, were imagined ones, just as all destina-
tions are, in some way, imagined. The letter was not posted to Mobile,
and Léon, it seems, did not go to Mexico. William’s scheme was crafted,
nonetheless, from the actual goings-on around him.

Throughout the United States in the 1850s, free people of color were
debating the prospect of migration to other countries to protest their
treatment in the United States and fulfill their destiny as a people. Amid
heated sectional debate over slavery, state and federal laws increasingly
limited the small freedoms of free people of color in the United States.
As their status became closer to that of slaves than of free men, their
dreams of full equality in their native country began to dim. Some free
men of color advocated going to Africa, others to Latin America and
the Caribbean. From New Orleans, as William wrote his letter, a real
migration was under way to Mexico. Hoping to find a better life out-
side of the United States, many free people of color from Louisiana
made plans to settle in the state of Veracruz, near the Caribbean coast.

William’s own plans for settlement were no less important for being
somewhat imaginary. The assigned task of writing about migration to
Mexico carried within it pointed lessons about geography, racial iden-
tity, and the market. At a time when the small liberties of free people of
color were swiftly evaporating, William’s teacher had asked him to de-
sign his own freedom. The assignment reflected, in part, the radical pol-
itics of the Catholic Institution’s leaders, who were French-speaking, in-
tellectual free men of color inspired by the ideals of both the French and
the Haitian revolution. With their letters, William Green and his school-
mates revealed the aspirations of the Afro-Creoles of New Orleans—
transatlantic dreams of freedom drawn from political desire, racial iden-
tity, and economic ambition, as well as their sense of belonging to a
broad Atlantic and Caribbean community of which the American South
was only a part. In the free colored child’s map of the Atlantic World—
a network of places and place-names linked by ties of trade, family, and
race—we see, perhaps, most clearly the kind of future free people of
color in the South envisioned on the eve of the Civil War.

Two places, in particular, played a part in the writings of William
and his classmates: the state of Veracruz in the Republic of Mexico, and
the black republic of Haiti. Each was, for a time, a space of opportunity
upon which many free people of color projected their hopes for freedom
from the slaveholding republic of their birth. Though we lack any com-
prehensive figures on migration to either Mexico or Haiti, one estimate
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suggests that between 1820 and 1862 some ten thousand free people of
color left the United States bound for Haiti.3 Whereas the Haitian mi-
gration drew people from the North and the South, emigration to Mex-
ico seems to have been limited largely to free blacks along the Gulf
Coast. Yet as the children’s letters reveal, antebellum migrations were
ideologically and politically significant both for the few who emigrated
and for the many who did not.

Although most free people of color did not emigrate to Africa or the
Caribbean, and most of their leaders did not advocate migration, free
blacks in the 1850s and 1860s shared a common goal in their striving
for political equality and freedom. The letters of the students at the
Catholic Institution, such as William’s letter to Léon Dupart, narrated
that search in both practical and ideological terms. In their concern for
economic opportunity and survival, the students documented the po-
litical realities of the nineteenth-century Atlantic World. But in their
hopefulness and enthusiasm, they reflected the aspirations of free peo-
ple of color determined to find a place where they could be prosper-
ous, equal citizens. The space that existed between nations was perhaps
the most important part of their imagined journeys: that distance of-
fered the chance to cross the sea in any direction, to chart their own
course, to find (in the words of one of the writers) “a good and deli-
cious country.”4 It was in the search for such a country that freedom’s
child was born.

Despite the “failure” of the colonies established in Mexico and Haiti,
both countries became well-worn places on the students’ imagined map
of the Atlantic World. Reading their letters, we find that the Civil War
did not mark the first time that these young free people of color an-
ticipated racial equality and freedom. For in the late 1850s and early
1860s, on the pages of their letterbooks, these children had already be-
gun to search for a country where they might be free from constraints—
economic and political—placed upon them because of their race. Free-
dom was a notion the students learned to define for themselves, and its
contours shifted over time as events unfolded at home and abroad. In
the course of their political awakening, they learned that freedom was
not a simple or a fixed notion but, rather, an idea shaped by circum-
stance. The students’ thinking about freedom developed both from con-
sideration of emigration’s possibilities and from their experience as free
people of color in the late antebellum South. In their letters about emi-
gration, repression, and war the notion of freedom appears reduced to
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its purest, if never complete, form: an ideal to be reached through opti-
mism and struggle.

Living in the port city of New Orleans, as William did, brought with it
the anticipation of goods arriving from the North and around the Car-
ibbean. But the ships that docked each day, on their way to the next
port, also presented the possibility of departure, particularly for boys.
All the surviving letters from the students at the Catholic Institution
were the work of boys between the ages of twelve and seventeen, on the
edge of seeking their fortune.5 Although this leaves us to wonder about
the girls who attended the school, the boys were no doubt the focus
of their teacher’s encouragement in terms of thinking about migra-
tion. Consider Léon Dupart’s very adult letter about Mexico to William
Green in “Vicksburg, Miss.” “I have heard that you are about setting
off for Mexico in three weeks,” he wrote. “If you want any clothes or
some money, I will send them to you before your departure. I will send
my boy with you, for him to learn a trade whatever that can give him
some money.”6 Migration to Mexico might help a boy like himself earn
his way in the world. He could become one of the future planters, arti-
sans, and merchants required of any successful colony. Although most
free people of color who left the United States in this period did so as
part of a family, the importance of women’s labor was overshadowed,
oftentimes, by the conviction of most free black leaders that the work of
men would determine the fate of all those who emigrated.7 And, indeed,
the boys wrote in the voices of future businessmen and patriarchs, often
assuming in their imagined travels the burden of protecting and sup-
porting their families. The boys considered other nations, searching for
countries where they (as men of color) would be both free and powerful
enough to care for their dependents.

From their perch in New Orleans, at the mouth of the Mississippi
and the gateway to the Caribbean, these boys had already gained a cer-
tain perspective on the Atlantic World. They watched heavy steamers
full of passengers and cargo docking from Ohio or bound for the West
Indies. The shipping news, announcing ship arrivals and departures, ran
daily in the New Orleans Daily Picayune. Léon concluded his letter, in
fact, with a note about a shipment of produce from Cuba. “There is
about six months that I am expecting one of my friends who has been
in Havanna,” he wrote. “He told me that when he will arrive he will
bring a great deal of fruit for me, if he bring all what he promised me, I
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will be very glad with him.”8 But Léon and his schoolfellows also wit-
nessed the dark underside of the bustling economy in the South’s larg-
est port: the trade in human beings. Although the Atlantic slave trade
no longer brought Africans into U.S. ports (the legal transatlantic slave
trade to the United States ended in 1807, though illicit trading contin-
ued), the domestic slave trade still flourished, fueling the spread of cot-
ton cultivation in the West. The New Orleans slave market, the South’s
largest, was westward expansion’s greatest engine.9 From what the stu-
dents could see, it was commerce and cultivation—the movement of
goods and the labor of people—that produced wealth and augmented
power.

Although they rarely wrote about slavery or slaves (a topic most
likely discouraged by their teachers to avoid the suspicions of white au-
thorities that free people of color might collude with slaves), the stu-
dents seem to have understood the importance of plantation slavery to
the Atlantic economy, and the southern economy in particular. In fact,
the only two references to slavery in the students’ writings before the
Civil War pertained to an episode in the illicit Atlantic slave trade be-
tween Africa and the United States, a trade that was monitored and
policed by British vessels.10 Léon Dupart wrote to his classmate “A.
Frilot” about an item he had read in the New Orleans newspaper:

I have read last week in the newspapers that the British and the Ameri-
cans fought upon the sea some weeks ago, because the Americans go to
Africa, and take some negroes thence, whom they carry here to be sold
to planters, but the British wait for [them] in the Gulf of Mexico, and
the Spaniards too, because they do not want to see that. The British met
them, they destroy them all, they searched their vessels, but (they) did
not find anything in them. Now they cannot do that anymore, because
the Spaniards and the British are watching them all around. They say
before a long time, the British will declare them war here, because I
heard a man, who lives by my house, saying that the men of war of
both countries are fighting upon the sea.11

Frilot replied with his own account of “American merchant men steal-
ing negroes from Africa.” He, too, had read the papers and related that
when the English boarded the vessel, “they found many Africans in the
hold. That is the reason, for what the English want to declare war to
the Americans. The former do not want slaves at all.” In his postscript
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he wrote: “That is all I can relate to you my dear friend, because that is
all I saw in the papers. For my part I would not care if they would come
here.”12 Given the plight of free people of color in 1858, Frilot might
have welcomed an English invasion. But it is not clear, at the close of
the letter, whether “they” referred to a British occupation or the impor-
tation of Africans.

Either way, these letters betray an awareness of the role that slavery
played both in the American economy and in international relations.
These letters, and those of their classmates, make clear that they know-
ingly shared the land and seascapes of slaves and capitalists. And yet the
boys’ letter writing was radical in its subversion of that slave-based sys-
tem of Atlantic commerce. In their imaginations, the students effectively
reversed the arrows of the slave trade using the same shafts—the lines
marking the movement of people and goods—to tie communities of Af-
rican Americans together, rather than to break them apart. Writing all
these letters from within the confines of a racially divided slave society,
and ultimately a nation in civil war, the students at the Catholic Institu-
tion constructed their own moral geography: that is, they mapped their
prospects for freedom, testing ideas about a future in other nations out-
side of their own. Through place-names and correspondences, they con-
structed a world that was navigable not only in terms of travel and
communication but also in terms of capital flows and political power.
The teachers at the Catholic Institution clearly understood the impor-
tance of such an exercise. Drawing transatlantic lines of communication
and trade in their letters, the free children of color at the Catholic Insti-
tution envisioned a black Atlantic community that transcended the
boundaries of individual nations and, in the minds of the students, per-
haps, transcended racial oppression as well.13

Free people of color were, in many ways, African America’s first em-
issaries for black freedom and its future. Their aim was to find or to
build a nation where blacks could prosper, while also working to defeat
the system of Atlantic slavery that kept full freedom beyond the reach
of all people of African descent. Though there were slaveholding free
blacks in the United States (a complicated social equation some histori-
ans have tried to explain), they were far outnumbered by those who did
not own slaves.14 The majority of free blacks desired a nation without
slavery. Such a plan, by its very nature, was farsighted, whether that na-
tion was an adopted country in the Caribbean or their native United
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States. While they designed their political future in the context of adver-
sity and oppression, it was a future rooted in a positive view of black
people’s destiny in the world.15 In many instances, this destiny was ex-
plained in Old Testament terms, as the struggle of Africa’s sons in the
deserts of oppression; in other cases, it came from a racial consciousness
rooted in geography, history, and politics. In the writings of some, like
black nationalist Martin Delany (to whom we shall return), it was a
combination of both.16 In whatever language it was expressed, however,
this dream of a better nation relied heavily upon the next generation.
The aspirations of free people of color were most clearly articulated
through the education of their children, free children of color whose fu-
ture, like the future of the nation as a whole, was bound to the fate of
chattel slavery in the United States.

The official name of the school William Green and Léon Dupart at-
tended in New Orleans was the Société Catholique pour l’instruction
des orphelins dans l’indigence (Catholic Society for the Education of In-
digent Orphans), but among English speakers it was also known as the
Catholic Institution. It had been founded at the bequest of the widow
Justine Fervin Bernard Couvent, a wealthy free woman of color who, by
some accounts, had been born in Africa and brought to Louisiana as
a slave.17 Madame Couvent wanted to provide a school for free black
orphans in the Faubourg Marigny, a neighborhood in the downtown
section of the city. Though a public school system had been in place
since 1841, it was open only to white children.18 Couvent’s bequest lay
dormant for several years, but in 1848 free black philanthropist and
slaveholder François Lacroix, with the help of several other prominent
French-speaking free men of color, pressed to have Couvent’s school
opened. Boys and girls traveled from every section of the city to attend
the school, and by 1852, 165 students were enrolled, the number of
boys and girls being nearly equal. The next year, the enrollment climbed
to 240, a number that amounted to nearly one-fourth of the free chil-
dren of color attending school in New Orleans.19 The school was osten-
sibly under the guidance of the Catholic Church, following the terms of
Couvent’s will, but the institution admitted children of any religious
denomination and remained largely a secular institution. Orphans and
the destitute attended free of charge, and other children paid a small
monthly tuition.20 Not all those who attended were French-speaking
Creoles. William Green, for instance, agreed to correspond with his
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classmate Armand Nicolas “provided that my correspondence be in
French, and yours in English, for that will give you a chance to learn
English and I, French.”21

In the legacy of Madame Couvent, the free people of color in New
Orleans seized an opportunity to educate the children of their own
race.22 They had paid taxes each year to support schools their children
could not attend, an iniquity that many free blacks experienced, north
and south, before the Civil War.23 Though many of the wealthiest peo-
ple of color previously hired private tutors or sent their children abroad
for their education, poor families had never before been able to provide
what the school’s directors termed “une éducation libérale” for their
children until the Catholic Institution opened its doors.24 The school’s
directors resolved that the poorest orphans would always be admitted
ahead of other children who were presented for admission.25 According
to a former student and teacher at the Catholic Institution, “most of
[the] students came from poor families.”26 In his history of blacks in
New Orleans, John Blassingame wrote that the Catholic Institution ca-
tered mostly to “the upper-class of free Negroes,” and that it was “the
most famous Negro private school.”27 But evidence suggests that poor
children did attend and that the directors and the free colored commu-
nity considered the school a public one. Donations sent to the Catholic
Institution from societies and other charitable organizations were often
addressed to the president and directors of l’Ecole Publique des Orphe-
lins indigents du Troisième district (the Public School for Indigent Or-
phans of the Third District). The school received funds from the state
for several years, and the school’s board agreed that the Catholic Insti-
tution should follow the disciplinary rules of the public schools.28

The school’s teachers and directors were some of the leading French-
speaking free black intellectuals and writers in Louisiana. With ideas in-
spired by the eighteenth-century revolutions in France and Haiti, as well
as the work of contemporary French writers, the Afro-Creoles of Loui-
siana developed a radical agenda aimed at attaining civil and political
rights for people of color in the Americas.29 The Catholic Institution
was the cornerstone of the Afro-Creoles’ political work. One pair of
historians even dubbed it “the nursery for revolution in Louisiana.”30

At the Catholic Institution the students received an education both
practical and political. Their teachers instructed them in mathematics
and oratory, and emphasized the importance of learning a trade and
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making business connections. Most of the children were expected to en-
ter an apprenticeship with an artisan or tradesman at the end of their
schooling. Trades such as tailor, grocer, or shoemaker had long been the
monopoly of free people of color in New Orleans.31 According to the
school’s prospectus, every student would receive “une éducation pra-
tique, morale, et religieuse” regardless of his or her economic status or
future profession. The directors believed the students would be able to
apply what they learned “to industrial enterprises, to commerce, and to
the arts.” The curriculum was designed to offer “invaluable advantage
to the students who are only able to give a limited time to their instruc-
tion,” particularly children of the poorest classes who might only be
able to devote a year or a few months to their education.32

The greatest appeal of the Catholic Institution for many families,
however, was that their children would be educated by men and women
of color. Former student Rudolphe Desdunes recalled that “all the
teachers [at the Catholic Institution] were of the black race; thus they
were able to develop sympathetic relationships with the children in their
care.”33 Desdunes’s term “sympathetic relationships,” however, takes on
far deeper meaning in light of the surviving letters written by the stu-
dents. This sympathy translated into a concern among the leaders and
teachers of the school that their students develop a political awareness
and a sense of allegiance to other free people of color in the Atlantic
World. Indeed, while the composition assignments given to the children
trained them in the art of letter writing and in the proper maintenance
of business relations, they also required the students to think about the
possibility of living in a nation without racial oppression, where people
of color could enjoy full political and economic freedom.

At desks, with pen and paper, the students at the Catholic Institution
countered much of the history that had produced them. Free black com-
munities in the United States and throughout the Americas were the
result of an Atlantic slave trade that brought millions of Africans to
the New World from the sixteenth into the nineteenth century. In the
earliest years of European colonial settlement in the Americas, some
enslaved Africans earned enough money to buy their freedom or were
manumitted by individual owners. In the eighteenth century, many
gained their freedom as a result of the War of Independence, when thou-
sands of slaves enlisted with the Americans or the British in exchange
for their manumission. After the American Revolution—fought on the
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principle that men should be free from tyranny—many northern states
began emancipating their enslaved populations, either immediately or
gradually with the emancipation of children born to slaves. Following
the same ideals of freedom and equality, and in some cases evangelical
Christian charity, a number of individual slaveholders in every region
manumitted their enslaved workers.34 The Haitian Revolution in 1791
—the only successful slave revolt in the Atlantic World—further in-
creased the free colored population of the United States, particularly in
Louisiana. In 1802, thousands of whites and free people of color who
supported the rebellion fled Haiti (or were deported) in advance of
Napoleon’s military campaign to reclaim the island that had once been
France’s richest colonial possession. The refugees went first to Cuba,
only to be expelled in 1809 and forced once again to seek asylum. Free
black Haitian refugees who left Cuba for New Orleans nearly doubled
the city’s free black population, from 1,566 in 1805 to 3,102 by 1810.35

By 1820, the free black population in the southern states had reached
some 130,000 and in the North nearly 100,000. But in terms of their
respective enslaved populations, the map of the United States had begun
to foreshadow the sectional division over slavery, with only the south-
ern half of the nation holding onto the “peculiar institution.” Through-
out the nineteenth century southern states wrote laws making it increas-
ingly difficult for masters to manumit their slaves and requiring free
blacks to leave the state once they had gained their freedom or face
reenslavement. By the 1850s, most southern states had outlawed manu-
mission outright.36

The decade before the Civil War was a turning point for free blacks
throughout the United States. In a dismal era, free people of color found
their already limited freedoms in a slaveholding nation increasingly cir-
cumscribed as the sectional struggle over slavery’s spread to the West
crept closer to civil war. Free people of color in New Orleans had
enjoyed a form of quasi citizenship since the colonial period. They
could testify against a white person in court, sell and hold property in
their own names, enter into contracts, and initiate legal disputes. But
throughout the 1850s, the state legislature and the city of New Orleans
steadily erased the legal distinctions between slaves and free blacks.
New laws forbade free people of color to own coffeehouses and bil-
liard halls where liquor was sold, and a city ordinance outlawed the
assembly of people of color, free or slave. Noting the exodus of free
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black families to Haiti in 1859, the New Orleans Daily Delta suggested
that though free passage and tracts of land induced many to emigrate,
“stringent laws” recently passed by the state legislature regarding free
persons of color also played a large part in the group’s decision to leave
Louisiana.37

In the 1850s, throughout the United States, what had been an unsta-
ble social category—free and black—became a dangerous, perhaps un-
tenable one. This crisis was brought forth, primarily, by acute legal re-
pressions spun from the sectional contest over slavery’s expansion, most
notably, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Dred Scott decision in
1857. The fugitive slave law was drafted in Congress as part of the
Compromise of 1850, the last such compromise to stave off civil war
over slavery’s spread to the West. The Fugitive Slave Act facilitated the
recapture of fugitive slaves who had escaped to the free states. Under
the law, those who harbored fugitive slaves could be criminally prose-
cuted. It also allowed for the forcible enlistment of northerners to aid in
the recapture of fugitives. Once before the court, should the judge de-
cide in favor of the alleged fugitive, he received five dollars as compen-
sation, but a ruling in favor of the slaveholder brought him ten. The
most onerous aspect of the law for free blacks, however, was that al-
though the burden of proof rested with the alleged fugitive, the law
gave them no legal means of defense. Because of this provision, slave
catchers could be indiscriminate about who they captured, and kidnap-
pers could more easily spirit free blacks to the South on the premise of
returning fugitives to their owners. Free blacks in the North formed vig-
ilance committees to protect their communities, so real was the possibil-
ity of enslavement by slave catchers.38

The response to the act among free blacks and abolitionists in the
North was fervent. From the Fugitive Slave Act, the abolitionist move-
ment acquired its most famous treatise with Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, written largely in response to the law’s passage.
For Stowe, as with many northern abolitionists, the law implicated the
whole nation in the preservation of slavery. It also reinforced ties be-
tween blackness and slavery, threatening to place free black people,
whatever their history, into the same predicament as those enslaved.39

Martin Delany, a free black leader and black nationalist who argued
in favor of emigration, was one of the most eloquent critics of the law.
He condemned the Fugitive Slave Act not only as an unconstitutional
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means to degrade free blacks “beneath the level of the whites” but also
as a way to hold them in a kind of slavery:

We are slaves in the midst of freedom, waiting patiently and uncon-
cernedly—indifferently and stupidly, for masters to come and lay claim
to us, trusting to their generosity, whether or not they will own us and
carry us into endless bondage. The slave is more secure than we; he
knows who holds the heel upon his bosom—we know not the wretch
who may grasp us by the throat.40

Delany was not alone in his dire estimation of the law, and the emigra-
tion movement he championed in the 1850s was built, in part, on free
black opposition to the Fugitive Slave Act. As with several of the char-
acters in Stowe’s novel, in the last three months of 1850, thousands of
free blacks and fugitives fled to Canada, the nearest haven outside of
the United States.41

Arguably the most significant attempt to uphold slavery and induce
the submission of both the free black population and the antislavery
movement, however, was the Dred Scott decision, handed down from
the U.S. Supreme Court in 1857. In Scott v. Sanford, an enslaved man
named Dred Scott sued for his freedom after his master had taken him
for several years into the free state of Illinois and to a nearby territory.
The nation’s highest court, in a decision penned by Chief Justice Roger
Taney, ruled that Scott was not free by virtue of having lived on free
soil. In addition, he argued that the Missouri Compromise of 1820
(which ruled that there could be no slavery in the nation’s territories
north of the 36º30' latitude) was unconstitutional—that is, that the
Congress could not legislate which states were slave states and which
ones free. To ban slavery from any territory, in this Court’s view, was
to deprive citizens of their property. Further still, the Court (with a
bench that had a southern majority) ruled that people of African de-
scent in the United States were not citizens and the framers of the Con-
stitution never intended them to be. Dred Scott made clear the strength
of proslavery forces not just in the South but also in the nation as a
whole.42

Together the Fugitive Slave Act and the Dred Scott decision worked
to encourage debate over free black migration. For some, like ex-slave
and minister William Wells Brown, in the face of these injustices, free
blacks ought to demand and defend their right to remain. “The col-
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ored people in the free States are in a distracted and unsettled condi-
tion,” he said.

The Fugitive Slave Law, the Dred Scott decision, and other inroads
made upon the colored man’s rights, make it necessary that they should
come together that they may compare notes, talk over the cause of their
sufferings, and see if anything can be done to better our condition. We
must take a manly stand, bid defiance to the Fugitive Slave Law, Dred
Scott decision, and every thing that shall attempt to fasten fetters upon
us. We will let our white fellow-citizens see that we know our rights,
and, knowing, will maintain them.43

For others, the increasing repression of free people of color in the
United States was a clear signal that black Americans’ future lay else-
where. Martin Delany, in his address “The Political Destiny of the Col-
ored Race,” delivered in 1854 (even before the Dred Scott decision was
handed down), declared that emigration was the only remedy for “the
great political disease” that afflicted black people in America. The time
had come, he said, for all of Africa’s descendants to confront “the poli-
tician, the civil engineer, and skilful [sic] economist, who direct and con-
trol the machinery which moves forward, with mighty impulse, the na-
tions and powers of the earth” and “to meet them on vantage ground,
or, at least, with adequate means for the conflict.”44 It was time, in De-
lany’s view, for people of color to build an economically and politically
powerful nation of their own.

The possibility of emigration out of the United States had been pres-
ent among free blacks since the late eighteenth century. Colonial docu-
ments show that a group of Africans petitioned to return to Africa as
early as 1773. Even earlier efforts arose in the form of slave rebellions
and mutinies in the eighteenth-century Atlantic slave trade to the Amer-
icas, uprisings through which enslaved Africans, bound and thrust into
a new world they did not recognize, struggled to free themselves and re-
turn home.45 The first formally organized effort by free blacks from the
United States to settle in Africa, however, arose in 1783 when groups in
Boston and Newport, Rhode Island, sought to energize their fellow free
blacks toward settlement on the west coast of Africa. They aimed to
take back to Africa the political ideals and Christian teachings of their
native New England. Such early emigrationist circles formed in busy
port cities, where free blacks were daily reminded of the Atlantic trade
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in African peoples. The steady arrival of ships carrying enslaved Afri-
cans into Boston and Newport profoundly shaped the political agenda
of free black communities there. They looked to settlement in Africa
not only as an opportunity for evangelism but also as a means to curb
the slave trade between Africa, the United States, and the West Indies.
These early plans for settlement in Africa, however, never came to frui-
tion. Although emigration as an idea never entirely disappeared, by the
turn of the nineteenth century it became clear that free black communi-
ties lacked the funds to organize transport and maintain settlements in
Africa.46

The 1820s saw a revival of the free black emigration movement,
though it was no longer limited to Africa. The republic of Haiti, un-
der the leadership of President Jean-Pierre Boyer, welcomed free blacks
from the United States as a means to bring money and skilled artisans
to the struggling nation. Many free blacks answered President Boyer’s
appeals, and antislavery leaders estimated that by 1840 between 7,000
and 10,000 free blacks had migrated to Haiti from the United States.
Historians point to a decline in the numbers of migrants to Haiti some-
time in the 1830s, however, due to a growing biracial antislavery move-
ment in the United States. With the steep decline in the condition of free
blacks in the late 1850s, however, free black interest in migration to the
Caribbean rose once again.47

While colonization did attract the interest of some free blacks, most
had remained opposed to the schemes of groups such as the American
Colonization Society (ACS), founded by Quakers and slaveholders in
1817, in the interest of removing free blacks from the United States and
“returning” them to Africa. (It was under the auspices of the ACS that
the colony of Liberia was founded in West Africa in 1824.) In fact, free
black communities organized politically for the first time in large num-
bers in 1817, forming state and national conventions to corral opposi-
tion to the ACS.48 Among those free blacks in favor of and those op-
posed to emigration, there remained a marked difference between free
black people’s deliberate search for liberty and equality beyond their na-
tive soil and white people’s desire to rid the United States of black peo-
ple by forcibly removing them. At many conventions, at the state and
national level, free black leaders formed committees to study the issue
of emigration and consider its merits. In those same meetings, however,
delegates largely denounced the schemes of the ACS. As the black state
convention of New England declared in 1859, since the founding of the
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ACS, “the colored people of the United States have never ceased to de-
nounce and protest against it, repelling from the idea, come from what-
ever quarter it might, that colored Americans are under any more ob-
ligations to emigrate to Africa than white Americans to return to the
lands of their ancestors.”49

In his treatise The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of
the Colored People of the United States (1852), Martin Delany distin-
guished between “emigration” and “colonization” as two very different
movements. “When we speak of colonization,” he wrote, “we wish dis-
tinctly to be understood, as speaking of the ‘American Colonization So-
ciety’—or that which is under its influence,” an organization of south-
ern slaveholders “having for their express object, as their speeches and
doings all justify us in asserting in good faith, the removal of the free
colored people from the land of their birth, for the security of the
slaves, as property to the slave propagandists.” Liberia, in his view, was
“a mere dependency of Southern slaveholders and American Coloniza-
tionists, and unworthy of any respectful consideration from us.” Free
black emigration to South and Central America and the Caribbean, on
the other hand, was worthy of their efforts and worth the sacrifice of
leaving their native country: “We do not go, without counting the cost,
cost what it may; all that it may cost, it is worth to be free.”50

Emigration for free blacks would prove more important as an idea,
and a point of debate, than as an event. The largest numbers, some ten
thousand in the nineteenth century, went to Haiti, with smaller numbers
of free blacks going to Africa and elsewhere in the Caribbean. As some
historians have argued, this may have been because leaders who favored
migration, like Delany, failed to reach the majority of working-class free
blacks. Another obstacle to emigration, however, was the lack of re-
sources to launch and sustain successful colonies outside of the United
States. But perhaps the most significant reason for the unpopularity of
migration was that most free blacks, like William Wells Brown and the
delegates at the New England Convention, thought of themselves as
Americans.51 In his condemnation of colonization schemes like that of
the ACS, Frederick Douglass conveyed his reluctance to support free
black emigration. In his newspaper the North Star in 1849, he declared
“for two hundred and twenty-eight years has the colored man toiled
over the soil of America” so that “white men might roll in ease.” Just as
the antislavery movement in the United States was gaining steam, de-
claring slavery immoral and against the principles on which the nation
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had been founded, “the mean and cowardly oppressor is mediating
plans to expel the colored man from the country.” His condemnation of
colonization pointed to both the painful labors of his ancestors and
his birthright as a native of the United States. “Shame on the guilty
wretches that dare propose, and all that countenance such a proposi-
tion,” Douglass wrote. “We live here—have lived here—have a right to
live here, and mean to live here.”52

Free black emigration, then, did not inspire a mass exodus—not even
among the French-speaking Afro-Creole community in New Orleans,
a group who saw themselves as a people culturally distinct from the
Americans, black and white, who had populated Louisiana after the
Louisiana Purchase in 1803. But from the particular experience of the
students at the Catholic Institution—the uncommon view their writings
present into the strategies of free people of color—we learn that emigra-
tion did two very important things. First, it strengthened the ideological
and historical ties that existed between free blacks in the United States
and other settlements of free blacks within the Diaspora. Second, the
prospect of emigration created an ideological and geographic space in
which free blacks could envision and articulate the kind of freedom they
hoped to achieve in a society without slavery.

The value of emigration as an idea is clear in the boys’ letters.
Through letter writing they learned to make connections between New
Orleans and other ports on the Atlantic and the Caribbean—Veracruz,
Port-au-Prince, Boston, Mobile—intertwining commerce with transat-
lantic relationships. They built their “imagined community” with the
materials at hand: dry goods, produce, tools, maps, schooners, pen, and
paper. In creating and relaying stories about migration, and making fic-
tive business deals in their compositions, the students developed a polit-
ical consciousness using a pointedly economic narrative upon which
they themselves elaborated. In letters with commercial and agricultural
narratives, the boys scripted futures for themselves as merchants and
planters at a time when opportunities for free people of color in the
American South were increasingly uncertain. And using the language of
speculation and trade, they charted their own links between their lives
in Louisiana and the lives of free people of color in the North and
across the Atlantic and Caribbean. Always, they were in search of a bet-
ter place, a better “country” in which to establish themselves.

Because we know far less about the politics of free people of color in
the antebellum South than of those in the North, the boys’ letters are
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particularly revealing in terms of southern free blacks’ strategies of sur-
vival and advancement. The emphasis on trade and production in the
children’s writings suggest that the teachers and leaders at the Catholic
Institution may have been familiar with the writings of Martin Delany.
At the very least, they would have been in strong agreement with him.
In his treatise on emigration and the destiny of people of color, Delany
had set down an economic strategy that the boys at the Catholic Institu-
tion seem to have been following:

In going, let us have but one object—to become elevated men and
women, worthy of freedom—the worthy citizens of an adopted coun-
try. What to us will be adopted—to our children will be legitimate. Go
not with an anxiety of political aspirations; but go with the fixed in-
tention—as Europeans come to the United States—of cultivating the
soil, entering into the mechanical operations, keeping of shops, carry-
ing on merchandise, trading on land and water, improving property—
in a word, to become the producers of the country, instead of the con-
sumers.53

Delany (as one also suspects of the teachers at the Catholic Institution)
emphasized the ability of the next generation to secure the freedom of
people of color. But he emphasized, as well, the political energy pro-
duced not in the electoral arena but in the Atlantic marketplace. The
boys at the Catholic Institution seem to have been acting out Delany’s
vision of freedom. Their attentions, however, were not limited to “mer-
chandise” and “cultivation” in an “adopted country,” but included
trading letters to port cities in the North, as well. Still, all the letters
about trading and about Mexico emphasized the creation of imagined
economic ties over great distances. The trade letters, mixed in as they
were with letters about Mexico, suggest that the students were learning
to be, first and foremost, “producers.”

The typical trade letter concerned a specific commercial deal, describ-
ing the exchange of specie for dry goods and containing promissory
notes. The writer detailed the goods involved—for example, “3 boxes
of calico, 1000 yds @ 6c, 5 boxes of gloves, 60 pairs @ $1 a pair”—and
copied the notes stating the balance outstanding on the exchange.54 The
students were thinking about these business relations in terms of a net-
work of trade that linked people in cities at great distances from one an-
other. Writing to “P. Dufour, Esq.” in Marseilles, France, for instance,
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Alfred Claiborne explained that he had received money “from a dealer
in Boston, and also some goods,” and informed Dufour that he would
send to him in France “four Hundred dollars ($400) in species, and two
hundred in grain.” He then figured the number of sacks of corn, wheat,
and “Rio Coffee,” with the market price of each sack. In his postscript,
he expressed hope for continuing business relations with Dufour: “In
your next letter you will let me know if you have received your money
and goods and also if you will continue to deal with me.”55 Though cre-
ating this web of financial relationships might seem appropriate for
boys hoping to become merchants, not every student would enter the
dry goods or grocery business. Many of them would pursue other ca-
reers, like bricklaying, joining, or tailoring, professions that perhaps
would not require the same connections. But even these students would
be following Delany’s prescription, learning a trade that would be use-
ful either at home or in an “adopted country.”

Some students sought advice from friends and associates in other
“countries” about the best trade to enter and what place might prove
the most advantageous for their endeavors. These letters, which several
of the boys wrote, were based on the premise that the writer had re-
cently come into a large sum of money and was faced with the problem
of how to invest it. André Grégoire, who was “in possession of six
thousand dollars,” wrote: “I wish very much to undertake a trade, but I
do not know if I shall keep a grocery store or not. Do you believe that I
shall succeed in that enterprise?” He then inquired of his friend, who
was in “Hartford New Haven,” whether it was a good place for a gro-
cery trade. “Is not your country better for that undertaking?” he asked.
There were a few letters like these written to places in the South. Alfred
Claiborne, writing to a friend in “Vicksburg, Mississippi,” informed him
that he was in possession of “fifteen thousand dollars ($15,000) with
which I do not know wether [sic] I shall buy a little dry good store or a
grocery.” Like André, Alfred inquired whether or not that “country”
would be better for such a venture than New Orleans. William Green
asked a similar question of Armand Nicolas (a classmate) in “Galve-
ston, Texas.”56 Though Alfred and William were not looking beyond
the southern states, they may have been, like André, experimenting with
cities, weighing them against one another: Would Galveston be more lu-
crative than New Orleans? Was Vicksburg a possibility? Were other cit-
ies in the South any better than their own? Indeed, writing to Galveston
or Vicksburg may have come from the boys’ curiosity about what was
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happening to free people of color in other parts of the South, outside of
New Orleans. Choosing a destination for their letters—selecting a city
from all possible cities and inquiring about the possibilities there—they
began to consider the relationship between opportunity and geography.

Race was a quiet current that ran through the lines of the students’
letters as they investigated the possibility of setting themselves up in
business in another city. William Green, for instance, believed he was
“about to enter the commercial line.” “My intention,” he wrote, “is not
to inhabit forever a country that offers so little advantage as this. And I
am about to prepare seriously to leave by studying, to bid an eternal
adieu to my native home.”57 “So little advantage”—racial discrimina-
tion, the children knew, was what pushed them to consider discarding
their “native home” in favor of a nation that afforded them economic
opportunity and freedom from a repressive racial order. Indeed, at the
same time that the boys began to write letters to “Galveston” and
“Hartford” seeking a new “country,” they were starting to explore the
possibilities of migrating to Mexico. To a friend in “Boston,” Armand
Nicolas revealed that he had “lately won ten thousand dollars” (again,
the fictive premise of the assignment) and that he planned to keep “ei-
ther a dry goods line or a Grocery store, but I do not know to which of
these lines I shall give the preference.” His brother had also acquired “a
good sum,” but according to Armand “he says he does not like to have
a thing in this country. Tell me if I shall not do better to come to the
country where you are now [Boston] or go to Mexico? For I do not
think I shall do well to stay here, and be in business.”58

The racial repression behind the Mexican migration would have been
clear to the students. The decision to establish a colony in Mexico, in
fact, seems to have sprung from violent incidents against free people of
color in the rural parishes outside of New Orleans. In 1855, a wealthy
Afro-Creole named Lucien Mansion helped to fund the migration of
free people of color from Attakapas, an area west of New Orleans, after
they had been threatened by “vigilance committees.” It was not until
two years later, however, that an official agreement was signed between
the Mexican republic, the proprietors of a large hacienda in the state of
Veracruz, and Louis Nelson Fouché, a supporter of the Catholic Insti-
tution, to establish a colony named Eureka outside of Tampico.59 The
Mexican republic may have attracted free blacks from Louisiana, in
large part, because of the racial equality that Mexico’s leaders promised
its colonists. With the founding of Eureka in 1857, Mexico’s president

Emigration | 29



Ignacio Comonfort welcomed Louisiana’s free people of color, insisting
that they would have “the same rights and equality enjoyed by the other
inhabitants [of Mexico] without at any time having to feel ashamed
of their origin.” Free black people from New Orleans also may have
chosen to migrate to Veracruz because it was a part of Mexico with a
relatively large population of African descent since the country’s colo-
nial period.60 But the lucrative commercial traffic between Veracruz and
New Orleans must also have been of interest to free black merchants,
grocers, and dry goods men, as well as to those who went (as William
Green had advised Léon Dupart) to farm.

The students began to write letters about Mexico in 1856. Most of
these letters were addressed to friends or acquaintances in the port city
of Veracruz or to nearby Tampico, although Eureka also appeared as a
destination. Many of these Mexico letters were addressed to family
members, and it is possible that some of the students’ relatives had de-
parted for Veracruz and that these letters reached them. But most ap-
pear to have been the same letter in several variations, suggesting that
these, like the business letters, were fictive. Mexico first enters their
compositions, for instance, as part of a story about Nicaragua. In it, the
letter writers are addressing their brothers about the prospects in Nica-
ragua versus those in Mexico. “You inform me after you have settled in
Mexico,” William Green wrote, “(where you are making a good deal
of business) that you have the intention to leave for Nicaragua, where
you expect to succeed.” William advised him against going to Nicara-
gua, since “something might happen to you, or else you will be taken
as a soldier by Walker who wants some. You had better stay where
you are.”61

This mention of William Walker and his filibustering activities in
Nicaragua suggest that the boys were keeping up on political events
in Latin America. They may have overheard the talk of adults on the
subject, or may have read about Walker themselves in the papers. (The
New Orleans Daily Picayune had its own correspondent covering
Walker’s campaign.)62 Walker, with the enthusiastic backing of southern
slaveholders, hoped to expand the American empire into Latin America
and open up more land for slavery, a campaign that eventually ended in
failure, and Walker’s demise.63 While Walker’s men were struggling to
take Nicaragua, however, the students contrasted that country in their
letters to Mexico, warning friends not to go to Nicaragua but to stay in
Veracruz. The danger in Nicaragua, however, was not represented by
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the students as the threat of slavery per se; rather, they feared that in
Nicaragua, their friends would be taken up by Walker’s army (as Wil-
liam Green suggested) or that they would not be successful there. Alfred
Claiborne, for instance, urged his brother not to leave Mexico.

You also tell me that your intention is to go to Nicaragua, where you
think you will gain a great deal of money. By leaving Mexico, all will be
lost for you. If I am permitted to give you an advice, it is not to do what
you intend, for there is no money at all in Nicaragua. One of my friends
set off last month for that place. He wrote me a letter, and says that he
is in the greatest misery that may be imagined and resents very much to
have left his country to go in another, where there is nearly any food for
the inhabitants. Do not go there, do not go, my dear brother! You will
never succeed; follow my advice, it will be better for you.64

Nicaragua, potentially a slave society should Walker have his way,
promised financial ruin—“all will be lost.” Mexico, however, was a ha-
ven. Armand Nicolas, in his letter, insisted that his “brother” remain in
Mexico instead of seeking his fortune in Nicaragua “because you will
succeed better [in Mexico] than in any other place.”65

Although Mexico may have seemed to promise success, thinking
about life there also required that the students picture a different kind
of future for themselves than they would have in New Orleans. If many
of the boys at first proposed setting themselves up in Mexico as dry
goods men or grocers, they soon learned by word of mouth that most of
the work available in Mexico would be in the cultivation of land rather
than in trades or skilled artisanship. André Grégoire, when writing
about Mexico, explained that he had heard that there was “no work in
that country” (perhaps meaning dry goods or tailoring), but it was “a
very good place for agriculture.”66 This posed a creative problem for
the students, given their ideas on the importance of learning a trade in
order to be successful. In other letters, the students had expressed great
interest in learning a trade, since in their view to learn a profitable trade
was the only route of a promising young man. Armand Nicolas, for in-
stance, in a letter to his classmate Léon Dupart, chastised him for sleep-
ing late and ignoring his lessons and in general being “very lazy in your
habits.” He warned his friend, “If you become a man with such ways
you will be forced to work in the fields to get your living and if you
have any children, you will not be able to sustain them.” Another boy
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at his school, Armand explained, had been “so idle that they were
obliged to let him do as he wished and he has not learned a trade. When
he got married he was obliged to work in the fields.”67 Field work was
the destiny of those who did not work hard enough in obtaining a
trade, and it was a sign of social and economic failure.

Students reformed these ideas about agriculture, however, when they
considered life in Mexico. Indeed, in Veracruz or Tampico, the students
speculated, agrarian living might offer them the chance to be landhold-
ers and live like the wealthiest men in the South: planters. They based
this interpretation of a landed life in Mexico on what they heard from
those who had gone there and returned to New Orleans with news. In a
letter addressed to his brother in “Veracruz,” William Green inquired
what he thought of Mexico, asking him to “please tell me if the sugar-
cane, corn, and other products grow there; and do you think the ground
will be good enough to raise some.” He added: “I would like better to
be a farmer than carry on any other profession, for I can make money
by it in the markets.” He also inquired about rumors that the Mexican
government was granting land “to any one who settles there” and sto-
ries he had heard “that the sugar-cane grows there to the height of
twelve feet.”68

William’s idea of “farming” certainly seems to have been more akin
to large-scale production for “the markets” than homesteading. Indeed,
the life he and his fellow students imagined in Veracruz often reads
more like a Mexican version of the rural South, with haciendas instead
of plantations. Armand Nicolas, for instance, wrote a letter to a friend
“to let you know that I desire to leave this country.” He told him that
he had received word from another friend in Mexico that “he had
bought two haciendas and says if I come, I shall have one for sixty dol-
lars.”69 Armand also explained that the nature of labor in Mexico was
different than in New Orleans. “The manner of working in Tampico is
not the same as here, they work in yards and you would not see any-
body working in the streets. You can cultivate your land because the
earth is fertile and every field is tilled there.” Those who settled in
Tampico, it seems, no longer had to ply their trade in city quarters and
could assume the life of the landed class. As for labor, Armand ex-
plained, “you can get some Mexicans to work for you for five dollars a
month and some others for four. The inhabitants of that country are
simple and good natured fellows.”70

The boys were not re-creating the antebellum South on Mexican soil.
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Instead, while imagining life free from the oppressions of the southern
racial system in the United States, they also explored the idea of an
agrarian system based on free labor. They were speculating not only on
the freedoms of Mexican society but also on a plantation system with-
out slavery.71 Consider the letters the boys wrote after André Grégoire’s
father, along with his associate Louis Duhart, returned from a trip to
Mexico. (Both men appear in the passenger log of the Sarah Bartlett on
the ship’s return from Vera Cruz to New Orleans in May 1857.)72 Al-
though some of the students reported that Grégoire decided not to settle
in Mexico “because there is no work there,” André and the other boys
relayed a favorable report on Mexico’s agricultural possibilities:

My father has arrived from Vera Cruz in this city with his friend Mr.
Duhart, last Saturday. They say that it is a very good country for the
production of corn, oats, &, &. They have visited all the plantations.
There is nothing more beautiful to be seen, Mr. Mortimer has a great
plantation, which he has just bought, there are some boys about four-
teen years old, who make one or two thousand bricks a day. They are
constructing many buildings on his plantation. He is going to have a
very fine house built, he has spent already fourteen thousand dollars,
and he has not done yet, he has three thousand banana trees, and many
in lemon trees.73

André described the making of a plantation system with the labor of
free workers. The “very fine house” Mr. Mortimer built and his thou-
sands of fruit trees were the signs of his status as a great landholder.
Distinctly unlike slaveholders in the South, however, Mortimer’s wealth
would not be measured by the number of slaves he owned but, rather,
by the extent of his production and the numbers of buildings his la-
borers constructed. And these workers, to accept Armand’s assessment,
were “simple and good natured fellows,” which seemed to make them,
in his eyes, a suitable peasant class.

Not every student planned to own large plantations. Some wrote of
renting or buying houses and creating, as Léon Dupart described, “a
large garden, [it] will consist in some eggplants, cabbages, tomattoes
[sic], onions, potatoes, some peaches, figs, apples and oranges and many
other things.”74 Still, it seems that this produce would be destined for
“the markets,” where one could make large sums of money. André Gré-
goire wrote a letter addressed to a friend in “Paris” who, according to
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André, was about to set off for Mexico. “There is one of my good friends
who lives in that country,” he wrote. “Last year he made a crop of corn,
oats, and melons, of three thousand dollars cash. And he says that it is a
very good country for agriculture. The land is very cheap there; my
friend has bought his plantation for four thousand dollars. So, if you go
in that country, to be a gardener, I think that you will succeed.”75

Given the uncertain political situation in the South, writing letters of
advice like André’s offered the students the chance, on paper, to assume
positions of wealth and authority. They could take on the role, for in-
stance, of advisers to friends who planned to migrate or as agents to
those who settled in Mexico. In the latter role, students pretended to be
merchants writing to associates in Veracruz who had recently emigrated
and were in need of supplies. Armand Nicolas wrote his friend: “I have
found the implements and garden seed that you told me to buy for
you,” and he proceeded to list the items he would send—shovels, reap-
ing hooks, bundles of carrot seed—along with their number and cost.
Armand concluded his letter stating that “perhaps next week I shall
send you the rest, and I believe I shall come myself.”76 Recall that Wil-
liam Green told Léon Dupart, “If you can not get the materials of farm-
ing, send out here, and I will send you them and seeds for the garden
also, if you can’t get any I will send you some.”77 And André Grégoire
advised his friend to take $3,000 dollars with him to Mexico, that his
passage would cost him $40, adding: “When you will be in that country
if you find yourself troubled, just call upon me, I will render you any
service that you will ask of me.”78 In addition to what the boys may
have learned about how to write a business letter or how to trade with
associates in other ports, then, they also succeeded in finding their own
use for their “merchant” letters. Using the language of commerce, and
pen and paper, they participated in the activity of emigration, though
they never sailed to Veracruz themselves.

The fate of those who settled at Eureka and other places near Ver-
acruz is unclear. The threat of Mexican civil war (what the students
called “revolution”), as well as the death of two “Creole ladies” at Tla-
cotalpán (possibly of smallpox or yellow fever), seemed to dampen the
boys’ enthusiasm for life in Veracruz.79 Yet migrations to Mexico appar-
ently continued into 1860, since in January of that year the New Or-
leans Daily Delta reported that “scarcely a week passes but a large
number of free persons of color leave this port for Mexico or Hayti.”80

By 1863, however, a report by the Mexican government had declared
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Eureka a failure. After several months, according to the report, most of
the colonists “se marcharon”—they left. Though the report was not ex-
plicit as to why Eureka’s inhabitants moved away, it suggested that
many colonies established in Mexico in the 1850s failed after the out-
break of civil war in 1858, which destroyed lines of communication be-
tween the coastal colonies and the government in Mexico City.81

Although the students did not write many letters about emigration
between 1857 and 1859, when emigrants began leaving for Haiti, their
letters suggest that they had begun to rethink the idea of colonization.
They realized with the failure of Eureka that successful colonization de-
pended upon a stable political situation, and they seemed to interpret
the instability in Mexico in racial terms. Léon Dupart, for instance, be-
gan expressing his doubts about going to Mexico in 1857 “because I
have heard it said that there will be a war between the Mexicans and
the Spaniards,” and he had been told that “it would be very bad if there
would be a revolution in that country.”82 Interestingly, Léon linked
these unstable conditions to his understanding of Mexico as a still unfa-
miliar country. This unfamiliarity seems to have been rooted in his sense
of connection to other Caribbean nations where people of color were
in the majority. Léon inquired of his friend whether “it would be better
for us to go to Jamaica or Martinico [Martinique].” “I believe it will
be better than to go to a country we don’t know,” he wrote, “for we
can’t do what we please there as you would in any other place but
this.”83 In other words, places populated mostly by people of color—
like Jamaica and Martinique—seemed to offer more freedom than ei-
ther Mexico or the United States. A few days later, André Grégoire also
directed a letter to a friend in Tampico, explaining that he had been “on
the point to leave for that place.” But André, too, had changed his
mind. “I don’t believe I shall go there,” he wrote. “I have a mind to go
to another place.”84

As the racial repression in the United States became more acute, in
fact, the students placed less emphasis on the economic prospects of mi-
gration and more on settlement in places where black people were in
the majority. Their political consciousness shifted from a self-interested
one rooted in a kind of free-market liberalism, to one concerned with
the collective fate of “colored” people in New Orleans. This shift is
difficult to trace because relatively few of the students’ letters focus on
emigration to Haiti—a silence perhaps related to the increasingly vola-
tile political situation in the South, which would have prevented free
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children of color from writing much about the black republic. But their
thinking about Haiti was clearly influenced by the political situation in
New Orleans at the time and the lessons learned from the migration to
Mexico.

By the time of the Haitian migration, the students had come to un-
derstand that free black people’s freedom would not be as simple as a
plot of ground or a merchant’s ledger. In the intervening years between
migrations to Mexico and Haiti, for instance, the students learned first-
hand about racial discrimination—something that had not received di-
rect comment in any of their letters about Mexico. In 1858, the Catho-
lic Institution was forced to raise its tuition because the Louisiana state
legislature denied the school its usual funds, and this slight did not es-
cape the attention of the students. A. Frilot noted “the prejudice against
the colored population is very strong in this part of the country.” He ex-
plained that “the white people have an Institution [a public school] in
every district and they are all protected very well. But we, who have but
a single one, cannot be protected at all.” In his postscript Frilot wrote:
“I wish you could send [this] letter to my friend Léon, so he could see
how the prejudice is very bad at this moment.”85 Léon Dupart, in turn,
wrote that the school’s directors had raised the cost of tuition, and that
“the colored people do not want that.” Dupart wrote: “I assure you,
my dear friend, that now the price of the pupils is very dear. I know
many boys whose mothers say that they are going to take them out
of school.”86 The worsening injustices against free people of color in
the South, brought home by the favoritism shown to white children at
black children’s expense, may have helped to convince the students that
they needed a place belonging to the people of their own race.

The students soon discovered, as well, that the significance of Haitian
colonization for the free black population of Louisiana was markedly
different from that of Mexican emigration two years earlier. Though
the goal of creating economically powerful settlements was shared by
the two waves of emigration, the racial and symbolic undertones of
free black migration to Haiti were far stronger than they had been dur-
ing the settlement of Eureka. After the success of the Haitian Revolu-
tion, the island had become a powerful symbol—for slaves, free blacks,
and slaveholders throughout the Atlantic—of the potential of enslaved
blacks to overthrow slavery and white rule, and to establish a nation for
people of African descent.87 Indeed, despite white supremacist attempts
to blame Haiti’s tumultuous political situation after the revolution on
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the inability of African people to rule themselves, slaves and free blacks
throughout the Americas made Haiti, in the words of one historian, “a
symbol of African regeneration and of racial equality.”88 In addition,
the Afro-Creole leaders of the Catholic Institution also had a particu-
larly strong historical and intellectual affinity for Haiti. Working in the
French Romantic tradition, they along with black writers in Haiti, Gua-
deloupe, and Martinique upheld the ideals of the French and Haitian
revolutions, ideals that condemned slavery and promoted democratic
revolution, brotherhood, and equality. And many free colored people in
New Orleans had ancestral ties to the island of Saint Domingue.89 Al-
though we have no record of what the students at the Catholic Institu-
tion learned from their teachers about Haiti, the students seem to have
understood Haiti as a place where “colored” people were in charge.

The government of Haiti began recruiting emigrants from among
the free black population of Louisiana in 1858, when an agent of then-
emperor Soulouque I offered them free transportation and Haitian citi-
zenship. Following Soulouque’s overthrow and the creation of a new
republic, Haiti’s president Fabre Geffrard again appealed to Louisiana’s
free people of color, as well as to free blacks from other parts of the
United States, North and South.90 In 1859 the Daily Picayune noted
the departure of two hundred emigrants from New Orleans bound for
Haiti. The group was composed mostly of families headed by men who
had been “brought up to a trade or have followed commercial pur-
suits.” This group sailed to Haiti carrying with them, in a velvet case,
“a massive gold medal” inscribed “à Fabre Geffrard, temoinage de sym-
pathie et d’admiration des compatriots de la Louisiane” (“in testa-
ment to their sympathy and admiration from his compatriots in Louisi-
ana”). With the medal, they demonstrated their support for the recent
overthrow of Soulouque and the new republic under Geffrard, which
opened up new possibilities for free black republicans like those from
Louisiana. On the other side of the medal were the words “Union et
Fraternité.”91 This migration, in contrast to the movement to Mexico,
strongly emphasized racial identity and served to reinforce—with the
departure of migrants and the sailing of ships—the “imagined” commu-
nity that joined free blacks in the South with the leaders of Haiti.

The migration to Haiti continued to gain support among many free
blacks in the United States until the start of the Civil War, helped along
by the Haitian government’s recruitment campaign. In 1861, President
Geffrard published an “Invitation” to free people of color in the United
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States printed on the frontispiece of white abolitionist James Redpath’s
Guide to Hayti. Redpath had been appointed by Geffrard as the agent
for procuring black American settlers. He established the Haytian Bu-
reau of Emigration in Boston and hired agents to recruit migrants in the
Midwest and Canada and several agents to work in Port-au-Prince. He
also received money for the publication and distribution of ten thou-
sand copies of his Guide.92

Both Geffrard and Redpath made strong pleas for the emigration
to Haiti in the name of the social and economic advancement of all
African-descended people. Geffrard called upon “our black and yellow
brethren, scattered through the Antilles and North and South America,”
to help cultivate “this marvelous soil that our fathers, blessed by God,
conquered for us.” The work of “regeneration” would allow Haiti to
retake “her ancient sceptre as Queen of the Antilles” and would serve as
a “formal denial” to those who believed descendants of Africa incapa-
ble of attaining “a high degree of civilization.” “Listen, then, all ye ne-
groes and mulattoes who, in the vast Continent of America, suffer from
the prejudices of caste,” Geffrard wrote. “The Republic calls you.”93

Redpath, though a white man, was an ardent black nationalist, in the
vein of Martin Delany. (Despite their ideological affinity, however, De-
lany did not support Redpath’s appointment as agent, or his campaign.
Delany argued that a black nation ought to be founded by black people.
James Theodore Holly, an African American who had been advocating
Haitian migration for several years, had been passed over in favor of
Redpath.)94 In his earlier writings, Redpath had advocated the creation
of “a great Negro Nation.” With the Guide, he detailed the creation of
an economically viable black republic based on free labor, a nation of
black people that would bring an end to slavery by defeating it in the
Atlantic marketplace. In the Guide to Hayti, he presented Haiti as a
beacon of hope for oppressed people of color. In Haiti, black Americans
would have “a home, a nationality, a future.”95 The Guide also made
clear the importance of New Orleans as a point of departure for free
people of color leaving the South: “Vessels will sail as frequently as a
sufficient number of passengers are procured from Boston and New Or-
leans.” Should they face resistance, an “Agent of the Govt will be sta-
tioned at New Orleans to protect the interests of emigrants.”96

The geography of the migration effort is evident in the writings of the
students at the Catholic Institution. In a number of letters, they inter-
preted both Boston and Haiti as good places for people like themselves.
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As with the letters about Mexico, in fact, letters about Boston often re-
ferred to commerce. A boy named Armand Cloud wrote the following
to a friend in “Boston” in October 1859: “I think that a man can catch
lobsters (there), and send them to another country, right fresh; if you
would send me some, I would be very glad, for I like them very much. I
suppose that you are kind enough to send me two or three dozen boxes
of them in pickle, and have some fresh ones put in the ice. On my re-
turn, if I can send you some bundles of sugar-canes or money, as you
(will) desire it.”97 Instead of looking at a northern city as part of a re-
gion in conflict with their own, or even as a haven from slavery (as fugi-
tive slaves described it), the boys used goods—the familiar regional
goods of sugarcane and lobster—as a way to link the two regions, this
with the idea, perhaps, of strengthening the ties of free people of color,
North and South, to the island of Haiti.

Haitian emigration drew far more attention from the New Orleans
press than had Mexican emigration. This is not surprising, considering
the significance of the black republic to slaveholding societies like the
South, and the increasingly heated debate over slaveholding itself. When
emigrants first set sail in 1859, the Daily Picayune acknowledged that
the migration of free blacks from New Orleans would be a loss for the
city. “Some of our best mechanics and artisans are to be found among
the free colored men,” the Picayune noted. “They form the great major-
ity of our regular settled masons, bricklayers, builders, carpenters, tai-
lors, shoemakers, &c. whose sudden emigration from this community
would certainly be attended with some degree of annoyance.”98 In Au-
gust 1859, the Picayune began to change its view of the Haitian migra-
tion, reporting that some “well informed persons who have recently
gone to Hayti” had returned to New Orleans briefly in order to buy
farming implements and machinery to take with them for the cultiva-
tion of plots. The paper also noted that due to the scarcity of labor in
that country, “those who emigrate in families or associations have . . .
the best chances of success.” The Picayune’s source suggested that “the
class of emigrants to whom most inducements are held out are those
who will follow agricultural pursuits,” but that “carpenters, builders,
tailors, and shoemakers” could “readily find employment in the cities
and towns.”99

Over time, however, the response of the local press to emigration be-
came largely a racial one: free blacks were an unwelcome and poten-
tially disruptive element in an otherwise “contented” South. “Contact
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with fanatics and Abolitionists,” wrote the Picayune in 1860, “has not
been beneficial to blacks; it has improved neither their morals nor their
social condition. . . . As for us in New Orleans, we say let them go and
God speed them; we can get along quietly enough with our contented
and faithful slaves.”100 And according to the Daily Delta, free black
emigration would mean “less wrangling and disagreement between our
slaves and free colored persons.” The paper also assured its readers that
Louisiana’s slaves enjoyed “more comfortable accommodations” than
free blacks could hope to find in Haiti.101

Despite (or because of) the attention Haitian migration garnered in
the New Orleans press, and the printed information available about col-
onization, the students’ letters written to Haiti were brief, with little de-
tail about activities there. Unlike the letters to Mexico, in which the
writers had been very explicit about the logistics of colonization and the
prospects for success there, the students used vague terms in their few
queries about life in Haiti—“you have promised to give me some infor-
mation on this country,” one wrote, while another simply asked for “a
full account.”102 Most of the handful of letters they wrote seeking infor-
mation about Haiti were addressed to “A. Grégoire,” and it seems that
André had been taken out of school in New Orleans and was living in
Port-au-Prince.103 Though we cannot be certain that André received
these letters, the teacher seems to have encouraged his pupils to write
their classmate asking for a report of life in Haiti. As John Blandin ex-
plained in his letter: “As we have heard from our English master, Mr.
Constant, that you are employed at the English consul’s office, I wish to
know if you are glad to live there.” “As to ourselves,” Blandin revealed,
“our situation is growing worse every day.” About Haiti, he had heard
conflicting stories: “I have often heard it said from people who came
from there, that it is a good [country], and others say it is not. We
would be very glad to hear something from you on that subject. Do tell
us the right truth and let it be very soon.”104 The urgency in Blandin’s
tone is plain. Haiti might prove a salvation from the repressive condi-
tions of the late antebellum South, but he needed more information,
some sort of assurance. Nonetheless, Haiti represented the possibility of
escape.

The students’ most frequent question about Haiti, in fact, concerned
military duties.105 Arthur Denis asked Grégoire: “Are the creole young-
men who go there obliged to do military service? For I have been told
that they make soldiers with them and that the city of Port-au-Prince is

40 | Emigration



not good at all.” Despite his misgivings, however, Arthur also wrote: “I
hope that the emigration will soon begin again.”106 Isidore Toussaint
wrote: “Dear Grégoire, will you [tell] me if the Creoles from here are
obliged to become soldiers in arriving in Hayti.”107 And John Blandin,
who took a more enthusiastic view of the idea of military service, asked:
“Are the Creoles of New Orleans required to do military service and are
they glad in that beautiful country?”108 Only in their queries about mil-
itary service did they begin to use the term “Creole,” a word that con-
tinues to appear in their letters through the early years of the Civil War.
Despite an enthusiasm for the “beautiful country” of Haiti, they seem
to have used the term, most often, to distinguish themselves from other
groups, be they Haitians or Americans. This distinction becomes even
more necessary for them with the start of the Civil War. Indeed, even as
they hoped to distinguish themselves from Haitians to avoid military
enlistment, they recognized the role of military service in defining and
securing citizenship.

Because Haiti seems to have represented for the students a nation for
people of color rather than a business venture, the students’ optimism
toward Haiti never disappeared, not even when they learned of the at-
tempted assassination of President Geffrard, resulting in the accidental
death of his daughter, which sparked further political turmoil. (A letter
signed “les amis de Geffrard” arrived at the Catholic Institution with
eighteen dollars enclosed, money raised for the school at the Church of
Saint Anne in memory of young Cora Geffrard.)109 After hearing the
news of the girl’s death, student Arthur Denis explained that “there are
too many murderers, thieves, etc” in Haiti and that “war will soon
sprang up [sic]. After this, you will see that it will be a good and deli-
cious country. All the people who went there and return[ed] will be
obliged to go back.”110

Such was the hope, at least, of Redpath and his supporters, who
found their cause adversely affected by news of revolution, assassina-
tion, and general disorder. Yet by the start of 1861, even Frederick
Douglass, the most prominent black abolitionist and former slave in the
United States, was willing to consider emigration an option, though he
had opposed it publicly for a decade. The cumulative effects of the
events of the late 1850s—particularly Dred Scott and the execution
of abolitionist and guerrilla fighter John Brown—combined with Presi-
dent Lincoln’s seeming willingness to compromise with slaveholding in-
terests in order to preserve the Union, led Douglass to rethink his earlier
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opposition to emigration. In his newspaper in January 1861 he wrote,
“Whatever the future may have in store for us, it seems plain that in-
ducements offered to the colored man to remain here are few, feeble,
and very uncertain . . . .We can raise no objection to the present move-
ment towards Hayti. . . . We can no longer throw our little influence
against a measure which may prove highly advantageous to many fami-
lies, and of much service to the Haytian Republic.” Douglass even ac-
cepted an invitation for an exploratory visit to Haiti in the spring of
1861. When the Civil War commenced the following month, Douglass
canceled his trip and affirmed his commitment to remaining in the
United States: “The last ten days have made a tremendous revolution in
all things pertaining to the possible future of the colored people of the
United States. We shall stay here and watch the current of events, and
serve the cause of freedom and mankind.”111

The boys at the Catholic Institution, however, were less quick to
abandon thoughts of Haiti. When war at last broke out in the United
States in April 1861, Haiti did not leave the pages of the letterbook. In-
stead, it became intertwined with mentions of battles, rights, and free-
dom from racial discrimination. They placed the Civil War on a map of
their own drafting, a map greater than the battlefields of the South, that
included Haiti, Cuba, even Africa. The war was a hardship and an un-
predictable local event.112 But it also inspired in them a transatlantic ex-
ploration of freedom, citizenship, and race at a time when all three were
the subject of violent debate in the United States. On May 29, 1861, for
instance, John Blandin, age seventeen, wrote an enthusiastic letter in fa-
vor of the Confederacy and addressed it to Haiti. In his composition,
Blandin recounted a recent battle at Hampton, Virginia:

It was a battle which had taken place in the forenamed city, in which
six hundred of the Lincolnites were slain, and only fifty of our brave
Southerners were killed. It was also rumored yesterday that our Louisi-
ana soldiers had a hand in the conflict and not one of them got hurt.
Hurrah! for our brave Louisianans and may God bless them and [the]
whole “Southern Confederate” army, that they might lick the “North-
erners” every time they have an engagement and make them see that we
Southern men are not to be played with. . . .

For we Southerners can stand any army they may send, from a hun-
dred to five hundred thousand troops. So the best thing they must do is
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to acknowledge our rights, for we, we will give them the best licking
they ever had since they know themselves.

Receive my dear friend this from the heart of a Creole, and who is
proud to be [a] Southern man.

Your obedient and faithful servant.
John Blandin113

In the letterbook, the words “Confederate” and “Northerners” in
Blandin’s letter were crossed out by another hand and reversed, perhaps
by a teacher, so that it read “may God bless them and the whole army,
that they might lick the Confederacy.” Blandin’s enthusiasm for the
Confederacy and the corrections to his composition reflect the shifting
allegiances of free people of color in the first years of the war. In No-
vember 1861, fifteen hundred free black men enlisted in the Confeder-
ate army, forming the First Louisiana Native Guard. Some six months
later, however, after Federal troops occupied New Orleans, a delegation
of Afro-Creoles volunteered their services to the Union. The reasons for
Afro-Creole support of the Confederacy at the start of the war remain
unclear. Some may have been protecting their property interests, partic-
ularly the more prosperous members of the free colored community. But
testimony taken after the Union occupation suggests that Confederates
had threatened the lives of free blacks if they did not cooperate.114

Many men of color attributed their participation on the southern
side to a strong sense of ethnic identity. John Blandin also wrote about a
recruitment speech given by his schoolmaster, Armand Lanusse, who
evoked the history of free black military service much earlier in the
nineteenth century, when free men of color helped the Americans fight
off the British in the War of 1812. “After A[rmand Lanusse] had made
his speech he called on our brave creoles to sign their names, which they
did with the utmost celerity and the true heart of a soldier. Mr. L. also
spoke of our forefathers that struggled with General Andrew Jackson
for the cause of liberty at New Orleans; by their brave spirit they re-
pulsed the enemy after a struggle of sixteen days.” As Creoles, it was
their duty to defend—as did their fathers before them—their native
soil.115 John Blandin conveyed this sort of devotion to Louisiana, and
the South, in his composition on the battle at Hampton, writing “from
the heart of a Creole.”116

Yet Blandin’s response to the speech also made a link between
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“rights” and military participation. The deeds of their “forefathers”
were to be repeated but this time for a different cause. “It is not for lib-
erty,” Blandin wrote, “that we are about to spill our blood in strug-
gling; but our right”—and then here he seems to quote someone, per-
haps Lanusse—“our right we shall have or die on the fields of bat-
tle.”117 At the close of his first composition, Blandin had predicted the
way that Southerners like himself would win the war—“the best thing
they must do is to acknowledge our rights, for we, we will give them the
best licking they ever had.”118 Yet in a society that increasingly put lim-
its on the freedom of his people, this young Afro-Creole had a compli-
cated notion of what “rights” were and why he wanted to fight for
them. It was his belief in the military defense of “rights” that explains,
perhaps, his choice of Haiti as the destination for one of his letters. It
may have been no accident, in other words, that Blandin chose to ad-
dress his letter about battlefields and rights to Haiti, where people of
color had attained their independence through military struggle.

Not every student was as enthusiastic about the war as John Blandin.
Others found travel away from New Orleans to be a more prudent
choice. Indeed, despite their enthusiasm for watching soldiers “make
their exercises” in New Orleans, the students seldom wrote about bat-
tles. Instead, they focused on the ways in which the war divided them
from their correspondents (real and imagined) in other countries. Ar-
mand Cloud, for instance, wrote of the war with a sense of dread and
apprehension. He noted that Lincoln “menaces to burn up the city of
New Orleans.” He believed that the southerners “cannot whip the
North, it is just the same as a son trying to whip his father.” But Cloud
decided to close with the following: “You said that you wished to come
here, but I advise you to remain where you are; I am going away, as
soon as possible.”119

Again, Haiti seemed like a possibility. Two months past the start of
the war, several of the students noted the departure of their friend Jo-
seph Lavigne on a schooner bound for Haiti.120 Lavigne’s friend J. Bor-
denave, who went to the docks to see him off, regretted that he could
not join Lavigne in Haiti. Reflecting on his friend’s departure, he wrote:
“I believe he will be better than us for he will be in the country of our
color.”121 And the fall after Lavigne left for Haiti, T. Richard wrote to
him that he, too, had gone to a new “country,” one called “Texas.” In
what appears to have been an attempt to match Lavigne’s good fortune,
Richard explained that Texas “is a good city for colored people.”122
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Nonetheless, by 1861, Richard and Bordenave both understood the ap-
peal of Haiti in racial rather than economic terms, that is, as a good
place “for colored people.”

In many of their letters, the war is less a sectional conflict than an im-
pediment to be overcome on their travels. This is particularly true after
the Union navy blockaded Confederate ports following President Lin-
coln’s orders in April 1861. The impossibility of leaving—the loss of the
freedom to travel that had belonged to free people of color migrating to
Mexico and Haiti—seems to be part of the reason for writing such let-
ters. In some of the boys’ letters from this period, the steamships on
which they traveled even get a furious chase on their return voyage
from Lincoln’s navy. John Bordenave, after recounting a voyage to Por-
tugal, wrote, “If you remember, I started from New Orleans before the
blockade, and I was coming back in the steamship John Blandin when
we were near the Balize, we saw the men of war of the Black Lincoln
who were coming to chase us. I was obliged to pass by Maine, New
Hampshire, and some other states to come to my native one.”123 Borde-
nave and his schoolfellows must have been reading in the papers about
the expeditions of blockade runners supplying the Confederacy with
ammunition and supplies and ferrying cotton out of the South.124 Sud-
denly, their map of the Atlantic World was filled with the instruments of
war and the politics of secession. As H. Relf revealed in his letter, the
war was beginning to wear on the city’s inhabitants. “I wish to tell you
something of the hope I have upon the war between the United States
and the Confederate States,” he wrote in December 1861. He projected
that the war “will not last four months more” because from what he
had read in the papers, Lincoln “does not wish to continue the war,”
and in the Confederate states “every body desires peace, for they are in
great distress.”125

Henry Relf also took a wartime tour, but he focused on important
architectural sites in the United States and Europe. He journeyed on a
steamship, he wrote, “for the doctor told me that only a journey on the
sea would cure me.” He chose to visit Fort Sumter in Charleston (where
the Civil War began), the Royal Exchange in London, the state houses
in Philadelphia and in New Haven, and the Capitol building in Wash-
ington. “In returning,” he added, “I stopped at Richmond now the Cap-
ital of the Confederate States. I was at Manassas when the battle took
place, and as I didn’t want to fight, I came right back home.”126 Henry
also wrote another letter a few months later in which he imagined
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himself encountering the Union navy on his return from a trip to Eng-
land. He told his friend that he had started for New Orleans before the
blockade and was returning by the steamship Israel. “When we were
near Balize we saw three men of war of Lincoln who were coming to
chase us,” he explained, “and I was obliged to pass by New York, Penn-
sylvania, and the other States to come to my country.”127

The blockades of southern ports tightened in the first months of
1862, as the Union navy closed in on the South’s largest cities. Soon af-
ter, John Bordenave wrote of a voyage even more daring than his trip to
Portugal. In his letter to “L. Lamanière,” Bordenave told a story about
sailing to Africa and taking a boy back to Louisiana:

New Orleans, January 15th 1862
To L. Lamanière Esq
Sienna H’and

Dear friend,
Last year I went on the board of the steamboat Louisa to make a voy-
age to Africa. In arriving there I met with a negroe whose name is Fran-
cis and he was so well with me that in coming back home, his family
was obliged to let him come with me but on arriving here, I took him
by the arm and told him that he was my servant and that he had noth-
ing to do, but he replied that he was a good boy and that he was much
satisfied with his sort. Three weeks after I sold him on the plantation of
Mr. Morgan, who is a great cotton maker, he was very well there, but
trying to kill one of the negroe, he was hung.

Yours,
J. Bordenave128

Bordenave not only flouted the Union blockade but did so for the pur-
pose of acquiring a servant from Africa and selling him to a cotton
planter. Perhaps he was writing his letter in protest of the Union block-
ade, but in tricking an African and selling him into slavery, he also rein-
forced a line of difference between himself and enslaved Africans, a dif-
ference that had been fading in the decade before the war. With his
story, in turn, he could participate in the political economy of slavery by
assuming the role of slave trader, creating a social distance between
himself and plantation slaves. With his account of the slave Francis’s
death, he also displayed an awareness of the violence that maintained
slavery as an institution in the South. Like the students writing to Mex-
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ico who empowered themselves by assuming the role of planter, Borde-
nave appropriated a level of power for himself by engaging in the trade
in Africans, at a time when slavery—the seat of power in the antebel-
lum South—was under threat by northern troops. Bordenave searched
the Atlantic not for a new country but as a means to empower himself
in his own. In this, his broad view of the Atlantic was useful. He defined
his own sense of freedom and power within the Atlantic World of which
New Orleans was only a part.

This wider view of the war also appeared in the students’ response to
local conditions, especially to the poverty that had descended upon the
city after 1861. The daily circumstances of war had encouraged the
boys to think about places outside of the South. In a letter he addressed
to one of his classmates in “Madrid, Spain,” Henry Relf wrote that he
had “learned that the State of Missouri fell into the Confederate
States,” for which he was glad, since “when the United States will see
that the South is of the same numbers as they, they will give up.” Like
most of the students, Relf wanted to see an end to the war that had put
such a strain on life in New Orleans. “Here everybody is in great misery
and every thing is out of price; the dearest of all is soap, we used to pay
$5 for a box weighing 40 pounds, but now it is $19.”129 These dire cir-
cumstances led Henry Vasserot to think of escaping the states as soon
as possible. “After the war I am going to put myself a sailor,” he de-
clared, “till I reach a good country for the misery is too hard every body
is in tears there is no work to give the poor men and women nor bread
enough to give the soldiers.”130

Though the boys’ attitudes toward the Union had been ambivalent at
best in the first year of the war, with the turn of events in 1862, they
landed squarely on the side of the Union. Soon after Federal troops oc-
cupied the city on May 1, a delegation of free black officers paid a visit
to Union general Benjamin Butler. They reported the location of their
arms to Butler and stated their desire to fight for the Union. The officers
had stored the guns belonging to their regiments in three places for safe-
keeping, one of which was the Catholic Institution.131 After some reluc-
tance on the part of Butler, by the end of August 1862, a regiment of a
thousand free black men had been mustered to fight for the Union.132

Once a recruitment site and exercise yard for the Confederate First Na-
tive Guard in 1861, the Catholic Institution became an arsenal for the
weapons of free black men fighting to defend the Union and defeat the
slaveholding South.133
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After the Union occupation began, the boys began writing a bit more
optimistically about life in the city. In a letter addressed to “New York
City,” Ernest Brunet wrote to his friend, “I tell you if the Yankees would
not come here we would be starving to death. About two weeks before
the Yankees came in, you could not get a loaf of bread without fighting
for it, and after fighting for it you would after pay $40 a loaf.” Still,
Ernest noted that finding work was still difficult, with the only skills
in demand “shoemaker barber shop segar maker and tailor.” Because
these did not suit him, he explained, he would remain in school.134 Lu-
cien Lamanière noted that “the town is in great distress that we cannot
distinguish the rich and the poor. The only difference that there is now
between the rich and poor is that the latter is not so well dressed as the
former, but for money neither the poor nor rich cannot have any, for it
is too rare.”135

Most of the optimism in the students’ letters written under occupa-
tion concerned the presence of black soldiers in the city, after the Union
army took the city of New Orleans in April 1862, when the leaders of
the Louisiana Native Guard (many of them also leaders of the Catholic
Institution) presented themselves to Union officials, offering their ser-
vices in the war against the Confederacy.136 The boys also noted with
great interest the large numbers of colored troops amassing in the city
to fight for the Union that year. Etienne Pérault, in a letter to a friend
addressed to “Haiti,” with no small amount of pride, remarked: “Dear
friend, I had forgotten to tell you that there are about three or four
thousand colored soldiers here. They had one regiment that has al-
ready been to the camp and that is at the camp now.”137 Troops of
black soldiers signaled a new order within southern society. One stu-
dent reported that when a colored regiment left town, “some amongst
them were singing, some that were saying that they would bring the
four limbs of old Jeff Davis and some [of] the other ones the head of
Beauregard.”138

If large regiments of colored soldiers were an indication of the
changes brought by the war, so were the actions of enslaved people on
nearby plantations. After noting that anyone who sang the “Bonnie
Blue Flag” in the city was “severely punished” by Union officials, Ernest
Brunet reported that he also knew of “a great many Negroes who are
running away from their masters and go away with the Yankees.”139

The students rarely referred to slavery in their letters, but they did take
note of the political implications of emancipation for enslaved people,
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as well as for free people of color. They understood the arrival of free-
dom within the context not only of their own country, however, but
also in relation to other slave societies. Lucien Lamanière, for instance,
noted the relationship between free people of color and the system of
slavery and was aware, too, of emancipation as an event that reached
beyond the southern states. He wrote:

I am very glad since the Federals are here, they are telling that Gen. But-
ler is going to make the colored men of this city who were born free
vote, if he do that the colored men will be very glad to see equality
reign here and if he is ever to be elected President of the United States I
am sure that he will be President because the colored men will vote for
him, and I must tell you another thing. The [white slaveholding] Cre-
oles of this city will die when they will see the Negroes vote as well as
them, those Negroes whom they were always whipping in the planta-
tions [will] take their tickets and put it in the box, I do not think that
[the Creoles] will stay here, they are all going to Havana, and there,
they are dieing like flies with the country’s disease, a letter which we re-
ceived from a friend told us that [the Creoles] are very bad there, the
Negroes of that country are cursing them when they pass by them.140

The end of slavery in the South, like the war itself, was a political event
that could not be contained within the boundaries of the United States.
Rather, as Lucien noted, it affected other slave societies like Cuba,
throwing into question what remained of slavery in the Caribbean.141 It
was an event, too, that might give former slaves and former free men of
color the same political power as white men.142

The Civil War, in Lucien’s interpretation, turned these slaveholding
societies on their heads: giving political power to free men of color and
“Negroes” in the United States and causing slaveholders to die “like
flies” in Cuba. Etienne Pérault, too, had an impression of the southern
social order turned upside down by the war. He wrote a letter within
a letter, addressed to Haiti using the voice of a Confederate soldier
writing to his sister. Etienne may have written this himself, or he might
have copied it from another source, perhaps a newspaper printing let-
ters from the battlefront. Nonetheless, he chose to include this particu-
lar story, a story that speaks to the revolution taking place as he wrote.
The soldier declared that he would rather “endure all the privations and
perils of the service than to die the thousand deaths of the cowardly
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miscreants of Louisiana of French extraction.” Deriding the (white)
Confederate soldiers of Louisiana (in words that ring more with Eti-
enne’s playfulness, perhaps, than the thoughts of a Confederate), the
soldier hoped that Union general Benjamin Butler “will conscript them,
and work them in cleaning the streets, with collars on their necks.”143

Writing about the war, then, was not just an imaginative exercise for
the students; it was an exploration into the nature, indeed the possibil-
ity, of power. In this upended society, the Union general fighting to end
slavery—and to whose armies enslaved people were fleeing daily—
would put in shackles white southerners who had fought in the name of
slavery’s preservation.144 Etienne also addressed this particular letter to
Haiti, the only example of slavery successfully deposed by enslaved peo-
ple themselves, thus placing masters at the mercy of their former slaves.

The Civil War was never separate in the minds of the students from
their thinking about other points in the Atlantic World. Just before writ-
ing about the Creoles going to Cuba, Lucien had penned another letter.
There would be nearly two more years of war, though Lucien could not
know this. This letter appears, as does his writing on Cuba, toward the
end of the last surviving letterbook. There would be only a few more of
the students’ letters recorded before they ceased in the fall of 1863. In
this letter, Lucien recalled a visit to his aunt and cousin in Paris and told
his friend: “I am going next year and I invite you to come. We will go to
Paris together and before coming back to New Orleans, we will go and
visit that fine country called Hayti and if you are not satisfied of those
two countries, we will go and visit Mexico the finest country after
Paris.”145 Charged and bright as his plans were, they were dimmed
somewhat by the words he had written at the foot of his letter. “Since
the blockade,” Lucien wrote in his postscript, “I have not heard any
news from you.”146 Captive in his own land, Lucien wrote of finding a
good country. In the face of a crippling civil war, he planned an ocean
voyage. Yet if we consider Lucien’s two letters side by side, his plans do
not seem so fantastic. It was his belief in the existence of “fine coun-
tries” like Paris, Mexico, and Haiti, perhaps, that encouraged his faith
in the rapidly changing society in which he lived. His love of these
places gave him cause to believe that after the war in the United States
“free colored men” and “Negroes” would be able to vote—to “take
their tickets and put it in the box”—and that his own country might
one day be as “fine” as the rest.
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Reading Race
Rosebloom and Pure White, 
Or So It Seemed

If Lucien Lamanière’s imagined voyage around the Atlantic
narrated the search for a nation free of racial prejudice, the portrait of
Rosa Downs conjured the nation’s long history of racial slavery. In a
photograph taken in a New York studio in 1864, Rosa appeared to be
a little girl born into the Victorian middle class. Such a photograph
might have held a treasured spot in any urban, middle-class parlor (fig-
ure 1).

It was a portrait very similar, in fact, to that of another girl child
photographed in Philadelphia the same year (figure 2). Both girls ap-
peared in vignette, a style popular at the time that left only the head of
the sitter visible, surrounded by soft white space—a style that made
young children look like angels.1 But with their portraits the similarity
between the two girls ended. Their faces had been photographed for
very different reasons. Their prospects would not be the same. And
those viewers who, at first glance, took Rosa for a white child would
have seen her otherwise once they read the words printed beneath her
portrait: “Rosa” (her name in lovely script), “A Slave Girl from New
Orleans.”

Rosina (alias Rosa) Downs, age “not quite seven,” was one of five
children and three adults freed in occupied New Orleans by the Union
army’s Major General Nathaniel P. Banks in 1863. As it turned out, the
capture of New Orleans was not just excellent military strategy. Indeed,
the occupation of the South’s largest port was a boon for wartime prop-
aganda in the North. Like the Sea Islands of South Carolina (taken by
Federal troops in 1861), New Orleans was an early experiment in fed-
eral governance in the South. A flurry of reports in magazines, antislav-
ery journals, and newspapers reached northern readers by 1863. Rosa
and her companions were part of the campaign to inform northern
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audiences about people and conditions in the South. Colonel George
Hanks, serving on a commission under General Banks responsible for
the education and labor of freedpeople, took the group north with the
help of representatives from the American Missionary Association and
the National Freedman’s Relief Association.2 Their tour involved both
public appearances and visits to photographers’ studios, all to raise
money for newly established schools for freedpeople in Louisiana.3 A
photographic portrait of the group from Louisiana (figure 3) was made
into an illustration and printed on a full page of Harper’s Weekly, the
most popular magazine of its day. The illustration appeared, along with
a letter to the editor from one of the missionary sponsors, under the
provocative headline “White and Colored Slaves.”4 Nearly all the por-
traits made featured the children—Isaac, Augusta, Rosina (or Rosa),
Charles, and Rebecca. Of these, most seem to have included only the
whitest-looking children: Rosa, Rebecca, and Charles.5

The decision to display white-looking children was due, in part, to
the success of a girl child named Fanny Lawrence (to whom we shall
return) who had been “redeemed” in Virginia (figure 4).6 But Fanny,
too, had her predecessors, as we will see, in girls such as Mary Mildred

52 | Reading Race

Figure 1. Left: “Rosa: A Slave Girl from New Orleans,” carte-de-visite, photo-
graph, Charles Paxton, New York, ca. 1864. Slavery/Antislavery Collection,
Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College. Figure 2. Right: Unknown child, carte-
de-visite, handprinted, Philadelphia, ca. 1864. William Culp Darrah Collection,
Courtesy of Historical Collections and Labor Archives, Special Collections 
Library, The Pennsylvania State University.

Image not available Image not available 



53

Figure 3. Above:
“Emancipated
Slaves,” photograph,
M. H. Kimball, New
York, 1863. Courtesy
of the Library Com-
pany of Philadelphia.

Figure 4. Left:
“Fannie Virginia
Casseopia Law-
rence,” carte-de-
visite, New York,
1863. Library of
Congress.

Image not available 
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Botts and Sally Maria Deiggs (or “Pink”). As Fanny, Mary, and Sally
had done, the three very light-skinned children from New Orleans cap-
tivated the white northern audiences who saw them. In an account of
the group’s appearance in New York, these children were singled out:
“three of the children,” said the Evening Post, “were perfectly white.”7

Isaac and Augusta, both darker-skinned than the others, along with the
adults, received less attention. When the sponsors opted to take the chil-
dren on to Philadelphia for more appearances and sittings in photogra-
phy studios, in fact, Isaac and Augusta may have been left behind.8

For white northern audiences, the portraits of white-looking slave
children, rather than black-looking children, conveyed perhaps the most
compelling antislavery message for boosting support of the Union cam-
paign in the South.9 When the Harper’s Weekly illustration was “recy-
cled” in the Youth’s Companion in 1865 (a common practice in the
nineteenth century), the editors pictured only the three “white slaves,”
with extra pains taken by an illustrator to draw Charley’s head on
Isaac’s body so that the three could stand together.10 “Let our friends
not be surprised that these girls are white,” the editors wrote, with
pointed interest in Rosa and Rebecca. “They are in fact as light colored,
and we dare say, as good looking as most of our young readers of their
sex. And so it often is at the South. Large numbers of the slaves are
white. This indicates one of the evils, and the great wickedness of slav-
ery.” The editors did not spare their young readers the hard realities of
slavery in the South, explaining that such white children “are not unfre-
quently [sic] the children of their masters”; the editors lamented that
“the poor white children of the slave mother are sold like brutes to the
highest bidder.”11

As the note in the Youth’s Companion indicates, white-skinned slave
girls generally received the most attention. There appear to be more
surviving photographs of them, suggesting that perhaps more people
bought pictures of them. And unlike photographs of Charles, the por-
traits of Rosa and Rebecca seem especially tailored to pique the viewer’s
interest. In the letter to Harper’s Weekly, Rosina Downs was described
as “a fair child with blonde complexion and silky hair.” (“Rosina”
was shortened to the simpler name “Rosa” for the portraits.) Rebecca
Huger, age eleven, was a little older, and photographers often dressed
and posed her to seem more a young lady than a child. Of Rebecca, the
missionary wrote to Harper’s: “To all appearance, she is perfectly white.
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Her complexion, hair, and features show not the slightest trace of negro
blood.”12 These white-looking girls, in sweet, innocent form, troubled
notions of racial difference and fostered an unease laced with fascina-
tion among white northern viewers. Indeed, what made Rosa, Rebecca,
and the girls who preceded them so beguiling for nineteenth-century au-
diences was that these lovely white girls were not “white.”

As we will see, photographs and public presentations of white-look-
ing slave girls were spectacles with multiple meanings, inviting a com-
bination of sympathy, speculation, voyeurism, and moral outrage.13 In
search of images that would garner support for the antislavery cause,
abolitionists and military officials (once the Civil War had begun) found
powerful representatives in white-skinned slave girls. The usefulness of
white-looking slave girls as living metaphors for slavery’s evils sprung
from stories about race and slavery already familiar to northern audi-
ences: harrowing tales of white people enslaved in the South, popular
representations of white and black children in the nineteenth century,
and tragic antislavery stories about light-skinned slave girls and women
forced to sacrifice their virtue. And for those girls who appeared in por-
traiture, their effectiveness was tied, as well, to the new “truth-telling”
medium of photography.

All these stories, and the photographs and presentations that seemed
to confirm them, were conceived in the labyrinth of racial ideology that
both guided and confused white northern sympathies. Because the girls
looked white, their images appealed to Victorian sentiments of white
audiences toward white girlhood, rather than the girlhood of black or
“colored” children. Indeed, while they pressed for the abolition that
would free white-skinned children like Rosa, they left the black child
and her plight in the shadows. At the same time, images of Rosa and
Rebecca also tapped into audiences’ fascination with the light-skinned
“fancy girls” sold in the slave markets, the largest and most notorious of
which was in New Orleans. (Rosa and Rebecca’s unhappy fate, as light-
skinned slave girls from that city, would have been clear.) Ironically, in
the invitation to scrutiny and in their sale price (the money to buy the
freedom of some of Rosa’s predecessors came from public “auctions”),
their orchestrated appearances and photographs for purchase mirrored
the activities of hawkers and buyers in the slave market itself. Further,
girls such as Rosa also raised the specter of the interracial sex that had
produced seemingly “white” but nonetheless “colored” people. Rosa
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and girls like her appeared destined to become the possession of white
men and to produce ever-lighter-skinned people of African descent.

In fact, representations of white-skinned slave girls broached the
future in a very pointed way. As Lucien and his classmates at the Cath-
olic Institution were aware, the Civil War brought with it profound
uncertainty. So, too, did the face of Rosa Downs. Perhaps more than
any other images of the period, photographs and presentations of light-
skinned slave girls reflected the racial fears that surrounded the question
of slavery and its demise. There were, in fact, two visions of the future
to be read in Rosa’s portrait, both of which exposed concerns about the
preservation of white supremacy once slavery no longer divided white
from black. In the first interpretation, (the one intended by abolition-
ists) light-skinned, white-looking, girl children foreshadowed the racial
consequences for the nation if slavery was allowed to spread. Their im-
ages played upon fears that white people could become enslaved in the
South, should slavery continue, fears that had become more prominent
in the 1850s, as the sectional debate deepened. (The staging of Rosa’s
and other girls’ portraits, placing a light-skinned slave girl in the pose of
white middle-class girl, engaged these fears directly.) This vision of the
future, then—produced in an effort to defeat slavery and promote black
freedom—may have stoked the fires of Union sentiment, but it did so
by promoting the idea that slavery was a threat to white people.

Rosa’s portrait also conjured another possible future, however. Read
as an augur of the racial implications of emancipation, her photograph
also hinted at the uncertain future of the “Anglo-Saxon” race in the
United States once people who looked like Rosa became free. A popula-
tion of people like Rosa, who looked “white” but were not, would cast
doubt on the alleged racial purity of all “white” people. If, in her pho-
tograph, Rosa appeared to be a white middle-class child, then would
the naked eye be any better at discerning her African ancestry? Either
vision of the future read through Rosa’s portrait—the expansion of
slavery or its abolition—exposed the racial anxieties on the part of
whites that often lay at the center of the debate over slave emancipa-
tion. As the image of Rosa so cleverly points out, the prospect of black
freedom was inextricable from threats to white supremacy in the after-
math of slavery. Rosa’s viewers could scarcely view one without seeing
the other.

These tangled notions were most plainly expressed, perhaps, in the
portrait of Isaac and Rosa, arm in arm (figure 5). Both children, as we
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have already seen, were dressed fancily, with Isaac in pressed suit and
Rosa in petticoats, a cloak, and flowered hat. From first glance, the con-
trast in skin color between the two is striking, and this was, no doubt,
the point. Isaac’s skin served to accentuate Rosa’s paleness. Next to
her dark-skinned companion, Rosa appeared unmistakably “white.”
But placing Isaac and Rosa together had the opposite effect, as well. It
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Figure 5. “Isaac and Rosa, Emancipated Slave
Children from the Free Schools of Louisiana,”
carte-de-visite, Kimball, New York, 1863.
Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture, The New
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden
Foundations.
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assured viewers that their own eyes deceived them, that Rosa could not
have been “white,” since a white girl never would have appeared in
public on the arm of a black boy.14 For playing upon uncertainty, Rosa’s
image may have been the perfect metaphor, one that signified blackness
and whiteness, “miscegenation” and racial purity, sexual innocence and
sexual promise, slavery and freedom.15 In the ambiguous, vulnerable
body of a white-looking slave girl, white northern audiences could see
the precarious future of their divided nation—a nation many of them
still considered to be a “white” one.16

The actual numbers of people who saw Rosa and other girls like her
is difficult to gauge.17 Certainly, the coverage they received in northern
newspapers and periodicals could have reached a large number of mid-
dle-class readers. The appearance of Sally Deiggs, or “Pink,” in Brook-
lyn’s Plymouth Church in 1860 was covered in both the Brooklyn Daily
Eagle and the New York Times and even merited headline coverage and
photos in both papers in 1927, when she attended the eightieth anniver-
sary of Plymouth Church.18 And although it is difficult to know who
saw the photographs of Rosa and Rebecca, their production at a time
when many white working-class people openly opposed the Civil War—
most notably with the New York Draft Riots of 1863—suggests that
they may have been aimed at a broad northern audience not limited to
the middle class. The riots were sparked by white workers’ opposition
to the draft and to what they perceived as a war to end slavery, fought
on behalf of the wealthy (who could buy their way out of service) at
the expense of the poor, hence the phrase “rich man’s war, poor man’s
fight.”19 Indeed, the girls’ portraits seem to have been an effort on the
part of abolitionists and military officials to circumvent issues of class
by pressing the argument that southern slavery threatened the freedoms
and privileges of all white people.20

Abolitionist leader and editor William Lloyd Garrison anticipated
the effects of stories about white people enslaved in a speech to the
American Colonization Society in 1827: “Suppose that, by a miracle,
the slaves should suddenly become white,” he wrote. “Would you shut
your eyes upon their sufferings, and calmly talk of Constitutional limi-
tations? No; your voice would peal in the ears of the taskmasters like
deep thunder; you would carry the Constitution by force, if it could not
be taken by treaty; patriotic assemblies would congregate at the corners
of every street.”21 Garrison and his colleagues also expressed the belief
that the kidnapping and enslavement of white people were becoming
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commonplace, referring to stories of white children whose skin was
blackened with charcoal or soot by their captors to make them appear
to be “mulatto” so that they might be sold, undetected. In 1834, for
instance, abolitionist writer and editor Lydia Maria Child published a
story about two girls, Mary and Susan, one white and one black, who
were kidnapped by a slave trader. The trader cut off Mary’s hair and
crimped it with an iron, and after covering her with soot and grease,
he declared: “There! Now you are almost as good-looking a nigger as
t’other one.” Mary’s parents eventually recovered their child after the
trader’s sham had been discovered, but Sally, a free black child, was lost
to the slave trade.22 Former slaves and abolitionists William Craft and
William Wells Brown both cited incidents of white people—again, most
often children—darkened with soot and sold into slavery. One in partic-
ular, that of Sally Miller, a young German girl alleged to have been sold
into slavery in New Orleans, launched a court case in Louisiana that re-
ceived national attention.23 The concern with kidnapping was further
heightened with the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. Just as
free people of color feared kidnapping and enslavement after the act’s
passage, white abolitionists argued that this compromise with the slave
states might also lead to white slavery.24 Their fears were supported, as
well, by the proslavery fanaticism of people such as the writer George
Fitzhugh, who defended southern slavery as a legitimate labor system
that was not necessarily racial by definition, and an institution superior
to northern capitalists’ degradation of the white working class. “In the
absence of negro slavery,” Fitzhugh wrote, “there must be white slavery,
else the white laboring class are remitted to slavery to capital, which is
more cruel and exacting than domestic slavery.”25

By the 1850s and 1860s, white slaves had become some of the pecu-
liar institution’s most “vile” specters, and accounts of white people en-
slaved in the South proliferated in northern newspapers and antislavery
journals.26 These reports sprang from fears that if slavery went un-
checked—if the southern slave power had its way—it would soon deny
the liberties of white Americans.27 In one such story, a correspondent
from the New York Tribune reported in 1863 that a white woman,
“through whose veins courses the Anglo-Saxon blood, and who has no
negro taint about her,” had been sold into slavery near Beaufort, South
Carolina, apparently by her own husband, with whom she had had a
dispute. Poor white southerners were often implicated in abolitionists’
reports of white slavery, in which they were accused of selling their
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wives and children. “The selling of wives is not uncommon in South
Carolina,” the writer explained, “especially when their health is broken
down and they are unable to do hard work.” Mrs. Cribb, the woman in
question, even produced a bill of sale for herself for the suspiciously
meager sum of five dollars.28 In Mary Hayden Green Pike’s popular anti-
slavery novel Ida May: A Story of Things Actual and Possible (1854),
a southern “gentleman” had a similarly disparaging view of the poor
whites of the South. Suspecting (rightly) that Ida May was a white child
who had been sold into slavery, he said: “She may be one of the poor
whites, and in that case she would be much better off to be a servant
here than to live at home. It may be, too that she was sold instead of
stolen. I have frequently seen white children who were thus thrown into
the market. These miserable ‘clay eaters’ often sell their children, and I
suppose Virginia ‘crackers’ do the same, and in my opinion it is the best
thing they can do for their children.”29

Other stories pointed to the domestic relations of southern slavery.
The Tribune, for instance, printed an account involving the son of a
white woman. The white woman, the paper explained, had been the
product of a planter’s daughter’s “seduction” and was raised by a slave
woman. The girl grew up to be a planter’s mistress, and the children she
had by him were treated as his slaves. One of her children, Charles
Grayson, was sold away from her but not before the truth about his
parentage was revealed to him by his mother. According to the Tribune,
Grayson had “straight, light hair, fair, blue eyes, a sandy beard, and evi-
dently is a white man, with no drop of black blood in his veins.” Per-
haps even more frightening to white readers was the writer’s descrip-
tion of Grayson’s demeanor: “He is totally ignorant. He scarcely knows
what freedom is.” Though “a negro slave has a subdued, and yet, at
times a gay air,” the writer remarked, “Charles Grayson is continually
abject and gloomy.” In 1862 Grayson managed to escape into Union
lines, where he was aided by members of the Third Michigan Cavalry.30

A story like Grayson’s proved quite useful to the Union military and to
abolitionists. Given the increasing unpopularity of the Civil War in the
North, abolitionists and Union officials hoped to divert northern eyes
from the largely black slave population for whom the war was, argu-
ably, fought. Instead of black freedom, these stories implied, it was the
white man’s freedom that needed to be defended against the inevitable
encroachments of southern slavery.

Tales of “white slavery” had more dramatic appeal, however, when
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they concerned beautiful white girls, for whom not just freedom but
virtue was at stake. The National Antislavery Standard, for instance,
ran a story in 1863 (which seems to have been fictional) entitled “Sold
at Savannah,” about an Irish girl named Ellen Neale who while in the
South had lost all her kin to the cholera.31 Though taken in by kindly
Quakers, Ellen soon was seized as a fugitive slave under orders from the
“yellow-eyed” Elder Mathewson, who had been propositioning Ellen
without success for several months. Ellen’s face, the narrator explained,
was “more than pretty, for it was downright beautiful, with its rose-
bloom and pure white and the dark, lustrous eyes and well-shaped
mouth.” Ellen eventually found herself on the auction block, subjected
to the scrutiny of the “chivalry” (white male spectators who attended
her sale.) “They did not come to buy,” the narrator observes, “but for
the most part to look on, scrutinize, and exercise their critical powers.”
The auctioneer informed his audience, “High bids are expected, for
it isn’t every day such angeliferous loveliness comes to the hammer.”
He proclaimed her “a very white mulatto . . . but I have never heard
a fair skin objected to in a slave. A housekeeper, gentlemen, govern-
ess, or companion.” Ellen was rescued at the last moment when her
Quaker friends brought forward proof of her British citizenship, but her
story was a harrowing one meant to show white readers how little dis-
tance remained between white women’s purity and the abominations of
slavery.32

Accounts of white-looking people who had been born into slavery—
that is, those of African descent who appeared to be “perfectly” white
—were effective in ways both similar to and different from stories of
white people enslaved. William H. De Camp, for instance, working
among black regiments in Tennessee, wrote home to the Grand Rapids
Eagle that he had discovered a number of soldiers in the “negro enlist-
ment” who appeared to be white men: “When one sees standing before
him a man of mature years, who possesses not the slightest trace of ne-
gro blood in a single feature or complexion, and hair straighter than
you can generally find in the pure Anglo-Saxon race and he tells you
that his father is Col. Higgins, now of the rebel army,” then the “ruling
passion in the South” became quite clear. Encountering white-looking
former slaves seemed to further convince De Camp of the righteousness
of his duty: “I never was an Abolitionist,” he wrote, “but I am not in
favor of white slaves in a white country, and that where we call our na-
tion a white one.”33
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In one sense, then, De Camp viewed the soldier as a white man, and
his outrage stemmed from the thought of white men enslaved. By the
same token, audiences were horrified to imagine white-looking children
like Rosa as the chattel of southern slaveholders. Yet because of their
African ancestry, the furor that white-looking enslaved people inspired
was more complex than reactions to accounts of “Anglo-Saxon” peo-
ple enslaved. Both the soldiers De Camp encountered and the “white
slaves” brought North by abolitionists did more than demonstrate white
people’s vulnerability to enslavement. White-looking people were the
embodiment of racial transgression, living proof of the “ruling passion
of the South.” Although relations between white male slaveholders and
their black female slaves were not illicit in the antebellum South, the
“mulatto” children resulting from those encounters were nonetheless
public manifestations of the relations between master and slave.34 One
need only recall southern diarist Mary Chesnut’s famous quip: “Every
lady tells you who is the father of all the mulatto children in every-
body’s household, but those in her own she seems to think drop from
the clouds, or so pretends to think.”35 But very light-skinned slaves
were, for whites, the most troubling group, since they were capable of
claiming to be white even though they were of “mixed” race.

Photographic images of white-looking slaves—a medium that seemed
to allow viewers to see for themselves—simultaneously fascinated and
tormented viewers because of both the girls’ “invisible” ancestry and
the sexual history that produced them.36 Much of the appeal of the
white-skinned slave girl, in fact, derived from the medium in which she
often appeared. The daguerreotype and the carte-de-visite photograph
were visual technologies new to the mid-nineteenth century. In the eyes
of Victorian Americans, the power of photographs and daguerreotypes
lay in their ability to “speak” truths otherwise inaudible. Every photo-
graphic image was a testimonial with the capacity to turn “the narrative
status of its subject from fiction to fact.”37 (There was even a nine-
teenth-century serial, unrelated to photography, entitled The Daguerre-
otype, devoted to “The Truth.”)38 Before the invention and spread of
photography, the most compelling evidence of the cruelties of slavery
were to be found in eyewitness accounts of slavery’s atrocities, both
written and oral—accounts that carried even more weight when deliv-
ered to audiences aloud, by former slaves.39 Yet there was a vast differ-
ence between reading about slavery and seeing its effects for oneself.
The surgeon who examined the fugitive slave named Gordon, for in-
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stance—the subject of the widely reproduced photograph “Scourged
Back”—observed that “few sensation writers ever depicted worse pun-
ishments than this man must have received” (figure 6).40 Indeed, a pho-
tograph allowed northern viewers to see Gordon’s mutilated body for
themselves, witnessing “firsthand” the evil effects of slavery. Images like
“Scourged Back” testified to slavery’s atrocities in a way that written ex-
slave narratives could not, since the cruel effects of slavery had been in-
scribed on the ex-slave’s person by the slaveholder himself, rather than
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Figure 6. “Scourged Back,” photograph of Gordon, an
escaped slave, ca. 1863. Photographs and Prints Divi-
sion, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture,
The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and
Tilden Foundations.
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onto a page by a former slave. On seeing “Scourged Back” in 1863, an
editor at the New York Independent remarked that the photograph
“tells the story in a way that even Mrs. Stowe cannot approach, because
it tells the story to the eye.”41 This was clearly the thinking of the spon-
sors of white-looking slave children, hoping to reveal what might other-
wise sound unbelievable to white northern viewers.

The “reality” introduced by the photograph, in turn, opened up new
avenues of sympathy and, further still, of imagined pain and suffering.
The sight of Gordon’s back, covered with hundreds of thickened scars,
forced viewers not only to see the effects of slavery but also to imagine
the scene of the slave’s punishment, the very laying on of the lash. In-
deed, the image even placed them in the position of the punisher. Photo-
graphs of these white-looking slave girls, no less than the picture of
Gordon, exposed the evils of southern slavery. Yet the fantasy they in-
spired was a quite different one. In the images of Rosa, Rebecca, and
Fanny, the slaveholder’s violence was read by viewers on the unmarked
surfaces of their light-skinned bodies rather than, as with Gordon,
stated in firm welts on the skin. The girls’ portraits invited viewers—
particularly male viewers—to imagine them as the light-skinned “fancy
girls” for sale in the New Orleans slave market, young women highly
valued for their service as concubines to the white men of the South.

These photographs presented a female body that existed for the
viewer somewhere between the real and the imagined, in this respect
much like pornographic photography of the nineteenth century. With
the invention of photography, pornographers could use the bodies and
the direct gazes of real women returning the stares of the male specta-
tor rather than fictionalized or painted ones. Like pornographic photo-
graphs, images of white-looking slave girls did not replace fantasies
of beautiful mulatto and octoroon women enslaved and violated but,
rather, further encouraged them.42 Seeing the portrait of Rebecca kneel-
ing in prayer, for instance, a white northern audience read in her white
skin a history of “miscegenation,” generations of it, resulting from the
sexual interaction of white masters with their female slaves (figure 7).43

And Rebecca’s girlish form raised the possibility of future violations
(whereas the image of a woman might have represented virtue already
lost) and further invited the exercise of viewers’ imaginations as they
looked at her photograph.

If viewers read a sexual future in the photographs of these girls, how-
ever, they were also doing their utmost to read their race. We can imag-
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ine that viewers studied the portraits carefully, searching each photo-
graph for the curve of the nose or the shape of the head that might in-
dicate the child’s African ancestry. Nineteenth-century scholars and sci-
entists valued the “mute testimony” that photography provided as a
means to scrutinize human subjects for physical signs of intelligence,
potential for criminality, or evidence of a deranged mind.44 A physician
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Figure 7. “Rebecca, an Emancipated Slave from
New Orleans,” carte-de-visite, 1863. Photo-
graphs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center
for Research in Black Culture, The New York
Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden 
Foundations.
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writing in 1859 insisted that one could uncover the physical and psy-
chological essences of a person with photography because only in pho-
tographs could one rely on the “silent but telling language of nature.”45

The medium of photography also developed in tandem with theories
concerning the separate origin of the races and the biology of racial
difference proffered by adherents to the “American school” of anthro-
pology (Louis Agassiz and Samuel Morton the most prominent among
them) in the 1850s and 1860s.46 With the popularity of the easily repro-
ducible carte-de-visite, photographic images had just begun to provide a
new way of gathering anthropological knowledge—a new way of pre-
senting and seeing race—using the body as evidence.47 Louis Agassiz
himself had several daguerreotype portraits of slaves taken in South
Carolina in 1850, presumably to provide visual “proof” of the written
observations he made during his visit, particularly those concerning the
purported differences in limb size and muscle structure between Afri-
can-born slaves and whites.48 As a means of discovering an underlying
“truth” not directly visible to the eye, in turn, photography in the nine-
teenth century enhanced the act of looking itself.49

For white northern viewers, reading the images of white-looking
slave girls was further complicated by their ideas about white child-
hood, which had become increasingly sentimentalized in the nineteenth
century as middle-class children became separated from both the world
of adults and the world of work. Instead of contributing to the family
income, they became “priceless” members of the middle-class family:
innocent, unproductive, and the focus of nurture and attention.50 Their
images—idealized in fiction, advertisements, and illustrations—reflected
the supposed “innocence” and “vulnerability” of white children. These
sentiments were manifest, as well, in family portraiture of the middle
and late nineteenth century. The soft vignettes in which both Rosa and
Rebecca appeared and the image of Fanny holding a toy hoop (figure 8)
were the sorts of children’s pictures that would have been familiar to
most northerners.51 By 1860, the widespread production of cartes-de-
visite made portraits affordable to middle-class people, and pictures
of one’s children, surrounded by all the trappings of middle-class do-
mesticity, were an increasingly common sight in the homes of many
Americans.52 Using the genre of the child’s portrait, then, the producers
of these images sent a pointedly political message. With each child
framed in the vignettes and parlor scenes associated with white north-
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ern middle-class girlhood, these images of “slave girls” brought anti-
slavery into the homes, perhaps even the family photograph albums, of
many white northerners.53

The language and ideals of middle-class domesticity had often been
employed by abolitionists to condemn southern slavery. The domestic
disorder slavery produced—slave-owning fathers who sold their own
children, slave women forever subject to the sexual desires of their own-
ers, and slave families torn apart by the market in human beings—made
enslavement terrifying, both for enslaved people themselves and in the
eyes of northern abolitionists. Both former slaves and abolitionists high-
lighted stories of outraged motherhood and torn families to bring en-
slaved people into the realm of Victorian sentiment.54 And yet the sup-
posed distance (both geographic and racial) that separated northern-
ers from southern slavery’s evils must have shrunk considerably at the
sight of little Rosa.55 Though abolitionist writers often fantasized about
their own enslavement as well as the enslavement of their children as a
means of sympathizing and empathizing with slaves, Rosa’s photograph
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Figure 8. “Fannie Virginia Casseopia
Lawrence,” carte-de-visite, New York,
1863. Private Collection, Courtesy of
Tony Seideman.
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introduced something quite new.56 Fixing visions of seemingly white
slave children through photography was for northern viewers a step
away from fantasy, closer to “truth,” and ultimately more frightening.
The effect of these photographs—both despite and because of their
Victorian veneer—was that they asked white northern viewers to look
upon the enslavement of their own children.

Pure sentimentality is perhaps not the only light in which these im-
ages of white girls can be understood, however. The reform literature of
the nineteenth century, for instance, introduced another facet of the fig-
ure of the white child. In the idealized American home of nineteenth-
century reform literature and child-rearing manuals, love and affection
replaced punishment as the “proper” means of disciplining children.57

Yet domestic order achieved through affection rather than harsh repri-
mand involved a reciprocal role on the part of the child. Children, and
girl children in particular, appeared often in temperance literature “not
only as objects of discipline but also . . . as its agents.”58 In narratives
verging on the incestuous, for instance, drunken fathers found salvation
in the tender embraces of their young daughters. (He swore never to
drink again; she showered him with forgiving kisses.) The perceived
purity, innocence, and vulnerability of young white children made them
powerful disciplinary agents of reform, able to subdue their fathers de-
spite the child’s inherently weak position. Likewise, in the images of
Rosa and Rebecca, notions about young white girls as pure and pre-
cious things may have been employed to redeem those viewers who had
yet to rally around the antislavery cause and encourage them to act on
the girls’ behalf.

Images of innocent white children in the nineteenth century, how-
ever, whether sentimental or moralistic, developed largely in relation to
their imagined opposite.59 Popular images of black children in the same
period often rendered them not as virtuous ideals of feminine beauty
but rather as tricksters of untamed and immoral stripe. Representations
of black and white children in popular culture, like the real lives of
children themselves, therefore, were shaped by notions of prejudice and
privilege, one condition dependent upon the other.60 The characters
Little Eva and Topsy, in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s influential antislavery
novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), were undoubtedly the most famil-
iar symbols of young, white feminine purity versus young, unschooled
black devilishness. In one scene, the author explicitly compared her two
characters with one another:
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Eva stood looking at Topsy . . . the two children, representatives of the
two extremes of society. The fair, high-bred child, with her golden head,
her deep eyes, her spiritual, noble brow, and prince-like movements;
and her black, keen, subtle, cringing, yet acute neighbor. They stood the
representatives of their races. The Saxon, born of ages of cultivation,
command, education, physical and moral eminence; the Afric, born of
ages of oppression, submission, ignorance, toil, and vice!61

The two little “representatives of their races” in Stowe’s narrative ex-
isted in light of one another, like good and evil. Through the details of
their features and their behavior—Eva’s “prince-like movements” and
Topsy as her “black, keen, subtle, cringing” counterpart—the author
aimed to reveal the true nature of the difference between them. Stowe
even explained that Eva was fond of Topsy and her antics “as a dove is
sometimes charmed by a glittering serpent.”62

The invidious distinctions that Stowe drew between Eva and Topsy
were drawn in real life as well. In the letters of northern missionar-
ies, black children often were described with less affection than white
ones. Strangely, such prejudices become clearer when the “white” child
in question looked white, but was not. A northern missionary woman
in New Orleans during the war, for instance, was shocked to learn
that an orphaned child named Clara Wilbur was the property of a man
who lived on the Red River. “Oh! The thought that that child had
been a slave!” she wrote. “It was almost naked, but its little rosy cheeks
and dimpled chin, all told too plainly that Saxon blood was in those
veins.”63 Of a freedchild named Bess, on the other hand, a missionary
teacher wrote: “She is very black, and in outward appearance stupid
and unprepossessing,” even though the woman admitted that Bess was
one of her best students.64

Even when black children were depicted as good but unfortunate
(rather than “devilish” or “stupid”), the tragic stories of their lives still
served to shore up an idealized white childhood. This opposing, mutu-
ally defining relationship between white childhood and black childhood
came most directly from antislavery appeals to white children. For in-
stance, the writers of the “Children’s Department” column of the Amer-
ican Missionary magazine (the official organ of the American Mission-
ary Association) were particularly keen to link the lives of white and
black children; yet inevitably white childhood’s preciousness and sepa-
ration from the evils of the world were affirmed through the telling of
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these stories, whereas slave children’s lives remained wretched and for-
lorn. “Don’t you pity the poor slave children?” read one column. “Will
you do all you can, as you grow up, to put away slavery from the land?
O, be thankful that you are not slaves.” The writer then asked each
young reader to say aloud, thankfully:

I was not born a little slave,
To labor in the sun,
And wish I was but in my grave,
And all my labor done.
My God, I thank Thee, who hast planned
A better lot for me;
And placed me in this favored land
Where I may hear of Thee.
Placed me in the free States! O, how thankful I am and how kind I shall be

to all who are not so well off as me.65

Even while persuading white children to identify with the plight of
their black counterparts—thus disciplining the conscience of the white
child by pointing to the misfortunes of the slave child—antislavery writ-
ers continued to draw lines of difference between the two groups. In
a column from the American Missionary, the writer explained to his
young readers that enslaved children lived a life of sadness and fear at
being torn from their parents, and that though they (as white children)
might empathize with the black child, they would never be subject to
the ravages of the slave trade. “We should remember that parents and
children are separated every day by the cruelties of slavery, never more
to meet on earth. And such separations are just as wicked and cruel as it
would be for the same men to come and separate you and your parents,
and sell you into all the horrors of bondage!”66 The sentiment aroused
by sympathy for the black child’s plight not only privileged white child-
hood but also placed the young white reader in a position of power by
asking them to “remember” enslaved children in their prayers.67 White
children also read of “a poor little heathen girl” in Africa whose fa-
ther sold his own children. “Dear children,” the magazine asked, “are
you not thankful that you have Christian parents, who love you, and
teach you what is right and good. . . . Will you not then remember
the poor little heathen children who have not the priceless blessings you
enjoy?”68
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In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the most familiar of all antislavery narratives,
Harriet Beecher Stowe seemed to bestow intact families and sugared
sentiment upon only the white and light-skinned children in the story.
Wealthy and white Little Eva was the precious child of loving (if deca-
dent and neurasthenic) parents. Harry—“a small quadroon boy . . .
beautiful and engaging” with “glossy curls about his round, dimpled
face”—avoids being sold from his mother, Eliza, when she bravely runs
away with him; Harry is later reunited with his father, too, and grows
up in freedom.69 Uncle Tom’s children, however, lose their father to
slave traders early in the story. And the infamous Topsy was altogether
parentless. After Miss Ophelia (a northern white woman with aboli-
tionist sympathies living in the home of her slaveholding brother) was
given charge of Topsy, she asked the child where her mother was. Topsy
explained that she had never had one. “Never was born,” she said.
“Never had father nor mother, nor nothin.’ I was raised by a specula-
tor, with lots of others. Old Aunt Sue used to take car [sic] on us.”70

Through such renderings of black slave children, the white (and near-
white) child was re-created again and again as precious, protected, and
fortunate, while the black child remained woeful and alone.

In fact, the sympathy elicited from Harper’s Weekly readers concern-
ing the three “white” slave children was gleaned, in part, from their sta-
tus as members of families. Rebecca “was a slave in her father’s house,
the special attendant of a girl little older than herself.” Rebecca had
been in school a few months and “has learned to read well, and writes
as neatly as most children her age.” Her mother and grandmother (to
whom the writer had spoken) “live in New Orleans, where they support
themselves comfortably by their own labor.” “The grandmother, an in-
telligent mulatto, told Mr. Bacon that she had ‘raised’ a large family of
children but these are all that are left to her.” Rosa had a father “in the
rebel army.” She had “one sister as white as herself, and three brothers
who are darker.” Rosa’s mother “a bright mulatto, lives in New Or-
leans in a poor hut and has hard work to support her family.” And of
Charles readers learned: “Three out of five boys in any school in New
York are darker than he. Yet this white boy has been twice sold as a
slave. First by his father and ‘owner,’ Alexander Wethers, of Lewis
County, Virginia, to a slavetrader named Harrison, who sold [him and
his mother] to Mr. Thornhill of New Orleans.”71 By providing detailed
information about these three children and their origin, the writer was
intent to prove that they had indeed been enslaved, should anyone in
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the North doubt the veracity of their former status or their nonwhite-
ness.72 Still, readers learned almost nothing of Augusta and Isaac, of
how they lived and with whom. Of Augusta (the lighter-skinned of the
two) the reader knew that she was nine years old and that her “almost
white” mother still had two children in bondage. And Isaac’s parents
were never mentioned. He was “a black boy of eight years; but none
the less intelligent than his whiter companions,” and had made admira-
ble progress in school. Despite praise of Isaac’s schoolwork, the per-
sonal histories the others received—histories that were denied Isaac and
Augusta—may have served to distance the two darker-skinned chil-
dren and their childhoods from the conscience and sympathies of white
northern audiences.

By the eve of the Civil War, abolitionists recognized the potential of
white-looking children for stirring up antislavery sentiment. They could
evoke the precious sentiments that surrounded white children (rather
than the indifference that black ones often received), yet they were real
(not fictional) children who had been born into the clutches of slavery.
The photographs of Rosa, Rebecca, and Fanny, then, were more than a
visual trick, a tromp l’oeil to play on the emotions of white viewers.
The lines of sympathy had already been drawn in the antislavery rheto-
ric of the day. Yet these lines held the white child in a cherished and
protected light and the black child in a tearful, motherless place. Empa-
thy for white-looking slave children, therefore, instead of dissolving ra-
cial differences, only reaffirmed the viewers’ sense of themselves as priv-
ileged and white.73 Although it was the image of a raggedy, motherless
Topsy that viewers might have expected to see in a photograph of a
slave girl, it was the “innocent,” “pure,” and “well-loved” white child
who appeared, a child who needed the protection of the northern white
public.

The sponsors of seven-year-old Mary Mildred Botts, a freedchild
from Virginia, may have been the first to capitalize on these ideas, as
early as 1855. Her story also marks the beginning of efforts to use pho-
tography (in Mary Botts’s case, the daguerreotype, as the carte-de-visite
format was not yet available) in the service of raising sentiment and
support for the abolitionist cause (figure 9). According to the Boston
Telegraph, Mary’s father had escaped slavery on the plantation of a
Judge Neal in Virginia and fled to Boston. After earning enough to buy
his own freedom, he enlisted the help of abolitionists to assist with the
purchase of his wife and three children. He also received the aid and at-
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tention of Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner, who served as agent
in the purchase of the man’s wife and children. Mary and her family vis-
ited the offices of the New York Daily Times on their way to Boston, af-
ter which the newspaper reported: “The child was exhibited yesterday
to many prominent individuals in this City, and the general sentiment,
in which we fully concur, was one of astonishment that she should ever
have been a slave. She was one of the fairest and most indisputable
white children that we have ever seen.”74

In his own characterization of Mary Botts, Sumner set a pattern that
other abolitionists would follow. In a letter printed in both the Boston
Telegraph and the New York Daily Times, he compared Mary Botts to
a fictional white girl who had been kidnapped and enslaved, the protag-
onist in Mary Hayden Pike’s antislavery novel Ida May: “She is bright
and intelligent—another Ida May. I think her presence among us (in
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Figure 9. Unidentified girl (probably Mary Botts), da-
guerreotype, Julian Vannerson, ca. 1855. Photo 1.256.
Massachusetts Historical Society.
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Boston) will be more effective than any speech I can make.”75 By invok-
ing Ida May, Sumner dared those who saw Mary Botts to distinguish
her from a white child. He was also referencing a story of redemption.
In Pike’s novel, Ida May’s real identity—her whiteness—is discovered,
and by the close of the novel she is reunited with her father.76 Mary’s
new nickname must have served her sponsors well, drawing on the pop-
ularity of the fictional Ida May while transforming that fictional child
into flesh. When a Quaker woman named Hannah Marsh Inman saw
Mary at a meetinghouse in Worchester, Massachusetts, for instance, she
recorded in her diary of March 1, 1855: “Evening all went to the soiree
at the Hall. Little Ida May the white slave was there from Boston.”77

As proof that Mary was worthy of her title, Sumner also offered a
daguerreotype of her for viewing, insisting that the power of the image
would draw the sympathy of those who saw it. He wanted members of
the state legislature to see it “as an illustration of Slavery” and chal-
lenged them to consider their own views on the slavery question. “Let
a hardhearted Hunker look at it,” Sumner wrote, “and be softened.”
(The image reproduced here is most likely a second copy, “in a different
attitude,” that he sent to John A. Andrews, the governor of Massachu-
setts.)78 Editors at both newspapers saw the image. The Boston editors
described the photograph as that of “a most beautiful white girl, with
high forehead, straight hair, intellectual appearance, and decidedly at-
tractive features.” Readers were informed that it could be “seen for a
few days at the State House, in the hands of the Clerk of the House
of Representatives.”79 The New York Daily Times seconded Sumner’s
assessment of Mary’s image as the portrait of a “real ‘Ida May’ ”: “a
young female slave, so white as to defy the acutest judge to detect in her
features, complexion, hair, or general appearance, the slightest trace of
negro blood.”80 Governor Andrews also had in his possession another
image with a darker-skinned boy who had been enslaved, possibly
Mary’s brother (figure 10). Like the portrait of Isaac and Rosa taken
during the war, the daguerreotype of Mary with a dark-skinned boy
confirmed that she was not white even as it challenged the viewer to de-
tect in her traces of “negro blood.”

White-looking slave girls like Mary would bring forth a new level of
outrage among slavery’s opponents. As the original recipient of Sum-
ner’s reprinted letter, Dr. James W. Stone, declared in a postscript: “Such
is slavery! There it is! Should such things be allowed to continue in
Washington, under the shadow of the Capitol?”81 By her photograph,
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public presentation, and the fictional story to which her nickname re-
ferred, Mary successfully combined the figure of the unprotected white-
looking child with that of the white female slave, inspiring the fears
white audiences associated with both.

Since the 1840s, nineteenth-century viewers, north and south, also
had become quite familiar with the figure of the white female slave in
sculpture, in the form of The Greek Slave (1844), by the American
Hiram Powers, a work that attracted crowds of museumgoers and
spawned reams of commentary in the American press (figure 11).
Though Powers did not set out to make an abolitionist symbol, one his-
torian has argued that the sculptor borrowed the image of the naked
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Figure 10. Two slave children (Mary Botts and
brother?), ambrotype, Cutting & Bowdoin, Boston, 
ca. 1855–1856. Photo 2.218. Massachusetts Historical
Society.
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female in chains from antislavery emblems.82 Yet public reception of the
sculpture, which toured in the 1840s and 1850s from the Northeast to
as far south as New Orleans, suggests that audiences read Powers’s slave
(meant to represent a Greek woman enslaved by Turks) as an emblem
of ideal feminine purity, submissiveness, and Christian faith. Among
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Figure 11. Left: Hiram Powers, The Greek Slave (after original of 1844),
marble, 1851. Yale University Art Gallery. Olive Louise Dann Fund. 
Figure 12. Right: Erastus Dow Palmer, The White Captive, marble, 1858–
1859. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Bequest of Hamilton Fish, 1894
(94.9.3).
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abolitionists, feminists, even antiabolitionists, however, the sculpture
became a point of reference to the enslavement of African Americans in
the South and to the enchained status of all women in American society.
Indeed, many antislavery feminists were outraged by the depiction of
the “ideal” woman as submissive and resigned to her terrible fate.83

Though less popular than Powers’s sculpture, Erastus Dow Palmer’s
The White Captive (1859) also made the marble body of a white woman
enslaved a point of reflection (figure 12). Palmer, also American, was re-
sponding to the popularity of Powers’s earlier work but brought his
sculpture closer to his audience by providing an American setting for
his female figure. Instead of a Greek woman, Palmer sculpted a young
white woman (indeed, almost girl-like in expression if not form) cap-
tured by Indians. Palmer himself described her as “the young daughter
of a pioneer,” suggesting that she was not yet mature and was still living
with her parents when captured. The parallels between The Greek Slave
and The White Captive were deliberate and striking. The figures were
similarly posed, bound by the hands to a post and gazing resignedly
over their shoulder. They were victims in desperate need of saving, but
beyond reach. Yet they also seemed, by their very powerlessness, to
have a hold over the viewer. As an article in Harper’s Weekly observed
of The White Captive, “No: it is not she, it is we who are captive.”84

Nineteenth-century audiences, with clues from the works’ creators,
read in these marble sculptures a narrative about the impending vio-
lation of the white woman enslaved. Given the information that The
Greek Slave was a young, white Christian woman in a Turkish slave
mart, stripped of her clothing and all her possessions but for her cross,
viewers imagined for themselves the fate that awaited her at the hands
of lecherous men.85 Similarly, the white girl captured by “savage” Indi-
ans and tied tightly to a stake would soon lose her girlish innocence in
the wilderness, where no white man could save her. Nineteenth-century
writers mused in just this way about these sculptures, embellishing the
stories with their own commentary about the girls’ posture and expres-
sions betraying “the sudden thought of coming trial.”86

Although the visual clues given in the photographs of Mary, Rosa,
and Rebecca were quite different from those belonging to The Greek
Slave and The White Captive, a narrative of lust was common to all of
them. If the sculpted women were poised at the threshold of a horrify-
ing scene, the white-looking slave girls stood on the slim ground of girl-
hood—their youth, their skin, and the knowledge that they had been
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enslaved combining to suggest a harrowing future. Also, by their per-
ceived powerlessness, both the sculptures and the white-looking girls
seemed to hold viewers in sway. Yet though audiences had no control
over the fate of The Greek Slave or The White Captive, abolitionists
made the point that for little slave girls in the South, it was not too
late. Where the sculptures could only inspire agony, the images, as
propaganda, could inspire action. The endangered virtue of white and
white-looking little girls, in turn, made appeals for their protection all
the more urgent and made the thought of not helping them a scandal-
ous one.
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Figure 13. Engraving of John Everett Millais’s Cherry
Ripe, 1879. V&A Images/Victoria and Albert Museum.

Image not available 



Within the context of white, middle-class Victorian culture, white lit-
tle girls (perhaps even more so than white women) embodied the “Vic-
torian ideal” of femininity—childlike, dependent, and sexually pure.
Yet they nevertheless exuded, in the eyes of mostly male artists and pho-
tographers, a budding sexuality. The association of white girls with in-
nocence and purity gave their images the allure of the forbidden, thus
making them all the more enticing and seemingly sexually vulnerable.87

The eroticism inherent in pictures of “innocent” white girls—pure yet
alluring—seems to have contributed to the appeal of white girlhood as
the subject of paintings and mass-reproduced prints that sold by the
thousands in the middle and late nineteenth century.88

Renderings of young white girls such as John Everett Millais’s mass-
reproduced Cherry Ripe (1879) captured at once little girls’ innocence,
their sexual allure, and their popular appeal (figure 13).89 This theme
is especially clear in Seymour Joseph Guy’s Making a Train (1867), in
which the young girl slips her dress from her shoulders in order to make
the train of a grown woman’s gown (figure 14). Lewis Carroll’s pictures
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Figure 14. Seymour Joseph Guy, Making a Train, 1867. Philadelphia Museum
of Art, The George W. Elkins Collection, 1924. E1924-4-14.
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of young Alice Liddell also play on the idea of the “incipient woman”
within the child. In his photograph of Alice Liddell as “The Beggar-
Maid” (ca. 1859), Carroll cleverly made the suggestion of the fallen
woman using the bared limbs and shabby dress of an unfallen upper-
class child (figure 15).90

The idea of the woman within the child, however, was even more
easily projected onto the bodies of white-looking slave girls from the
South, since their sexuality, or at the very least their anticipated fertility,
would have been part of their purchase price. Allusion to the sexuality
of Mary and her successors did not require pointed visual or verbal

80 | Reading Race

Figure 15. Charles Dodgson [Lewis Carroll], 
Alice Liddell as “The Beggar-Maid,” photo-
graph, ca. 1859. Morris L. Parrish Collection,
Department of Rare Books and Special Collec-
tions, Princeton University Library.
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clues like those attached to Guy’s Making a Train. Because they looked
white, but had been slaves, and because they were female, their por-
traits no doubt summoned the familiar figure of the “tragic mulatto,” a
woman noted for her beauty, her near whiteness, and her unspeakable
violation by the white men of the South. From the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, in fact, abolitionist propaganda and rhetoric reflected an increas-
ing preoccupation among middle-class white northerners, with sexuality
and the unrestrained sexuality of southern slaveholders in particular.91

Fictional portrayals of “mulatto” slaves became a familiar trope of
nineteenth-century sentimental fiction, their popularity stemming from
the notion that white, often female readers would more readily identify
with the plight of white-looking women.92 It was this trope that the
Reverend Henry Ward Beecher invoked when he first presented an en-
slaved woman before the congregation in Plymouth Church in 1856.
Although the New York Daily Times described her as “a slave girl,”
Sarah Scheffer was twenty-two or twenty-three at the time of her ap-
pearance in Brooklyn. Beecher told his congregation that he had been
enlisted to help Sarah, the daughter of a Virginia slave owner and an en-
slaved woman, whose father intended to sell her “in the far South, for
purposes such as you may imagine when you see her.” A slave trader
who had known Sarah took pity on her and bought her “to give her a
chance to save herself by purchasing her freedom.” Beecher said that he
could help raise money for the woman and her friends in Washington
(where she had raised some money toward her freedom already) only if
she were to appear in person before his church. When he asked the
woman to stand before the people, according to the New York Daily
Times, “the slave rose in her seat, a tall fine looking woman, with barely
enough of tinge in her complexion and wave in her hair to betray her
colored blood, and hardly an eye in the immense audience but was wet
with sympathetic tears, as she, trembling, and completely with emotion,
stumbled up the pulpit stairs.” The newspaper reported some three
thousand people in the audience. “I wish you all to see her,” Beecher
reportedly said, “that you may know who they are that are sold as
slaves—that are put into the scales and silver heaped up as an equiva-
lent to them.”93

Beecher may have believed he was bringing the “tragic mulatto” of
nineteenth-century fiction to life before his congregation. An engraving
of the incident depicts Sarah as a delicate woman in white, with brown
hair tumbling to her waist, her head bowed.94 Yet he did not reveal to
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his congregation that Sarah was already a “fallen” woman. According
to the Daily Times: “After Sarah had left the church, and while the
money was being counted, Mr. Beecher said that there was one portion
of the story which he had not thought best to mention at the time, lest
they might not be able to bear it.” A physician in Baltimore who “tak-
ing advantage of her servile condition and her wish for freedom had
become the father of a child by her.” The child, too, had been bought
by the sympathetic slave trader, and because the amount of money col-
lected at Plymouth Church was large enough, the child, too, would be
purchased. Beecher also revealed that Sarah was the daughter of “a
white citizen of Virginia, a man of wealth and influence,” who had not
wanted to sell her but, rather, “endeavored to establish” an “outrageous
relationship” with his own daughter. Though Sarah had pleaded with
him to sell her away from the torments of his legitimate children (and,
no doubt, his advances) it was only after Sarah had escaped to Balti-
more that he agreed to do so.95

Perhaps Beecher feared that alluding to the impending ruin of the
young woman would draw more sympathy and money from the con-
gregation than would telling, in full, the nature of Sarah’s past. In any
event, soon after Sarah’s appearance, Beecher seems to have found more
advantage in presenting white-looking girls, rather than women, before
his congregation. The delicate issue of a slave woman’s ruinous past did
not have to be skirted if the slave before the congregation was still a
child. Whereas white northerners might have imagined the mournful life
of a light-skinned woman from lines of fiction or the accounts of former
slaves, he could point to the imperiled future of a white-looking girl
child. The first girl that Beecher freed before his Plymouth congrega-
tion was Sally Maria Deiggs (or Diggs), also known as “Pink.” With
Sally, Beecher staged a more elaborate presentation than the one Sarah
had received. According to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Sally was nine
years old at the time and “nearly white, having only one sixteenth of
negro blood, or half an octoroon, a gradation of amalgamation not spe-
cifically designated.”96 She had been brought from Washington, where
she was living with her grandmother, a freedwoman, after having been
separated from her mother. Sally’s owner had promised the grand-
mother that the child would never be taken from her, but the owner did
not keep his promise, and slave dealers went to the grandmother’s
house and took the child. According to a letter written to the New York
Times, the child had made a valiant effort to resist: she ran “to the

82 | Reading Race



garret, barricaded the door with old furniture and trunks, and declared
she would die rather than come out to be sold.”97 The Times, in a veiled
reference to Sally’s future as a “fancy girl,” reported that although the
child was to be sold for $800, “it was thought that when she grew up
to womanhood she would be worth $3,000.”98 A clergyman in Wash-
ington took up the girl’s cause and petitioned Beecher and his church
for help.

In a scene that foreshadowed Fanny Lawrence’s presentation to his
congregation a few years later, the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher
brought Sally before his church. Her story also appeared in the “Chil-
dren’s Department” of the American Missionary. Children learned that
an unnamed little girl who had been under the protection of her grand-
mother had tried to hide from slave traders, but that they “burst in the
door and dragged her away.” (“How would you feel, children, if the
slave traders should come and tear you away from your home and
friends?” the writer asked. “And why should they do so to this little girl
any more than to you?”) As Beecher recounted the girl’s story to the
congregation she stood quietly beside him, a representative of the kind
of innocent, near-white girlhood toward which his audience already felt
such tender sentiment and sympathy:

She was very pretty, of a light complexion, with brown, wavy hair.
There was in her face an expression of innocence and gentleness, and a
look of sadness too. As she stood there, in her brown frock and little
red sack, and Mr. Beecher with his arm thrown protectingly around her,
it made a pretty tableau. Tears came into the people’s eyes as they gazed
at this child, and thought of the thousands of little slave girls in our
land, held in a cruel and hopeless bondage. While we looked at her, we
seemed to see them all.99

Beecher’s intent was for the audience to see the “little slave girl” as a
child very like their own children, and he drew pointed parallels be-
tween the enslaved girl and the children of his parishioners. “Mothers,”
said Beecher, “how would you feel if your little daughters were to be
sold away from you? I know you will not let this child go back to slav-
ery.” With the presentation of the light-skinned “little slave girl,” then,
the black child was replaced in the minds of sympathetic white north-
erners with visions of their own (white) children enslaved. The collec-
tion plates were passed around Plymouth Church for the “little slave
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girl” until enough money had been raised to buy her from the slave
traders. When Beecher at last exclaimed, “The child is free!” the audi-
ence “clapped their hands for joy.”100 After her “sale,” Beecher placed
on Sally’s finger a woman’s ring from the collection plate, declaring it
her “freedom ring.”101

As an adult, Sally Deiggs Hunt could recall clearly only one detail
from her presentation in Beecher’s church. Upon her return to Plymouth
Church for its eightieth anniversary in 1927 (after having been “found”
in Washington, D.C., where she lived with her husband, a successful
lawyer), she told the congregation, “My hair was combed back from
my face and held in place with a long curved rubber comb, such as chil-
dren wore at the time. Evidently Mr. Beecher had not noticed this be-
fore I was put upon the platform, but when he did see it he came quietly
to me, removed the comb, and said, ‘never wear anything in your hair
except what God put there.’ ”102 Given his reputation as a showman,
however, Beecher may have had other motives. Taking the comb out of
the child’s hair might have loosed the “wavy” hair that made her seem
closer to “white.” Her long hair, let down, might also have evoked the
tragic womanhood that awaited her.

The accounts of Fanny Lawrence’s presentation and baptism at Plym-
outh Church in 1863 suggest that Beecher pressed this argument still
further. Every account of Fanny’s appearance reads much like the fol-
lowing, penned in the dramatic tones of sentimental fiction:

When the audience supposed that the ceremony was ended, Mr. Beecher
carried up into the pulpit a little girl about five years of age, of sweet
face, large eyes, light hair, and fair as a lily. Pausing a moment to con-
quer his emotion, he sent a shiver of horror through the congregation
by saying “This child was born a slave, and is just redeemed from slav-
ery!” It is impossible to describe the effect of this announcement. The
fact seemed so incredible and so atrocious that at first, the spectators
held their breath in their amazement, and were then melted to tears.103

Beecher then addressed his audience, explaining that the child, baptized
Fanny Virginia Casseopia Lawrence, had been discovered “sore and
tattered and unclean” by a nurse tending Union soldiers in Fairfax,
Virginia, who adopted Fanny as her own. “Look upon this child,” said
Beecher, “tell me if you ever saw a fairer, sweeter face?” Beecher then
made explicit the fate that awaited little girls like Fanny. “This is a sam-
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ple of the slavery which clutches for itself everything fair and attrac-
tive,” he explained. “The loveliness of this face, the beauty of this fig-
ure, would only make her so much more valuable for lust.” Like Ellen,
who had been saved from “yellow-eyed” Elder Mathewson, Fanny was
presented as a white-looking female rescued from the grips of a lecher-
ous slaveholder. Beecher’s rhetoric (as it had with the “little slave girl”
before her) also placed Fanny alongside the children of his own con-
gregation, bemoaning slavery’s trespasses not upon black children but
on “fair and attractive” white ones. While their children were sheltered
from the ravages of slavery, he intoned, Fanny (until “redeemed”) had
been left exposed.

Ironically, we cannot even be certain that Fanny was not a free white
child. In the autobiography of Catherine Lawrence, Fanny’s benefactor,
the author consistently evades the question of whether the child had, in
fact, ever been enslaved or the possibility that both of her parents may
have been white.104 Beecher himself seems to have understood that the
presentation of white-looking slaves was also in danger of doing the job
too well. While Beecher, like Sumner, had sought to prove the existence
of these children and invited viewers to see for themselves that they
were indistinguishable from white children, the girls also opened their
sponsors up for accusations of fakery. In the case of Mary Botts, at least
one newspaper alluded to her as a “ ‘bogus’ slave” (in opposition to the
paper’s competitor, which had declared her “white”). And Sally “Pink”
Deiggs was referred to in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle as “the alleged slave
girl in Rev. Mr. Beecher’s Church.” The same Brooklyn paper ran a clip
from the New York News that accused Sally of being “no more black
than [the white actress] Agnes Robertson, the Scotch Octoroon—that
she was a pure white who was sent North on speculation, and that
Beecher and his audience were confoundedly hoaxed.”105 Anticipating
such arguments, perhaps, Beecher had possession of Sally’s bill of sale
from her owner, as well as the “liberation document” that granted the
child her freedom.106

Fanny’s ambiguous past, however, makes all the more clear that
by 1863 Beecher, and perhaps Catherine Lawrence herself, saw benefit
(or, in the case of Lawrence, perhaps, an income) in the presentation
of a white-looking slave girl such as Fanny. “While your children are
brought up to fear and serve the Lord,” Beecher declared, “this little
one, just as beautiful, would be made, through slavery, a child of dam-
nation.”107 The lines of sentimentality and sexuality crossed at the point
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of sympathy, thereby deepening the audience members’ response to each
girl’s possibly “tragic” end and spurring them to act in order to preserve
her from it.108 Winning the war, in turn, was the only way to protect the
virtue of white-looking little girls like Fanny: “let your soul burn with
fiery indignation against the horrible system which turns into chattels
such fair children of God! May God strike for our armies and the right
that this accursed thing may be utterly destroyed!”109 Instead of a battle
for black freedom, the war to end slavery, in Beecher’s words, became a
means to preserve the freedom and purity of the white race, both of
which seemed to be threatened by slavery. The future of the Union—
embodied in a young, unspoiled “white” girl rather than a black one—
was at stake.

It is chilling to consider, however, how closely Beecher’s description
of Fanny follows that of an auctioneer in a slave market.110 As with the
antislavery story about Ellen, “Sold at Savannah” (recall the auction-
eer’s words that “it isn’t every day such angeliferous loveliness comes to
the hammer”), Beecher made his appeal by pointing to Fanny’s “fair,
sweet face,” and thus to the price she could have commanded. White
northern viewers, in turn, valued each girl’s presentation for much the
same qualities that would have brought her owner a considerable sum
in the slave market: her gender and the whiteness of her skin.111 The
kind of looking encouraged by the public presentation of Fanny and the
others, in turn, was unmistakably akin to the very acts of “reading”
bodies that occurred in the slave market. Like white-looking girls and
women on the auction block, Fanny, Rosa, and Rebecca were subject to
scrutiny by northern audiences and viewers. If their semblance to white
girls made them more valuable in the market, it also may have made
them seem more worthy of urgent rescue than a black child. And with
the help of their well-meaning sponsors, the girls once again had a price
attached to them—along with the words “slave girl”—though this time
their image was for sale, rather than their bodies.

The desire to scrutinize a person’s body to determine his or her
“true” racial identity surfaces throughout northerners’ accounts of their
visits to the South during the Civil War. What confounded them was
that one could not always observe traces of “African blood” in a per-
son. A Boston “traveler” who visited a New Orleans jail reported, for
instance, that among those people of color imprisoned for not having
a pass were “several women that in New York or Boston would pass
for white women, without the slightest difficulty or suspicion,” and a
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young girl “with a beautiful face . . . whose complexion was that of
a pretty Boston brunette.”112 And a correspondent for the New York
Times encountered a “colored soldier” in the Louisiana Native Guards
whom he took for a white man, only to be corrected by the command-
ing officer. “And do you really think him white?” the colonel asked.
“Well you may, Sir: but that man is a ‘negro’—one who carries the
so-called curse of African blood in his veins.” And yet the writer con-
cluded after studying the “fine-looking young man, not unlike General
McClellan in mould of features,” that he “would have defied the most
consummate expert in Niggerology, by the aid of the most powerful
microscope, to discover the one drop of African blood in the man’s
veins.”113 A daguerreotype of an unidentified girl child who had been
found among the Army of the Potomac speaks to a similarly notewor-
thy discovery of a white-looking person—in this case a white-looking
girl child, like Rosa (figure 16). The inscription opposite the child’s im-
age (in the ornate case typical of daguerreotypes) reads: “White Slave
Girl that played in the camps of the Army of the Potomac; evidently a
scion of one of the F.E.V. [Forces of Eastern Virginia?]” (with the word
“white” twice underscored). The unnamed girl, the caption suggested,
was the child of a Confederate soldier or officer and had come into the
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1865. Photo 2.129. Massachusetts Historical Society.
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possession of the Union troops in the eastern theater of the Civil War.
Like Rosa and the others, she wore a dress and bonnet. Behind her
seems to be a man in a suit. She was very small, and perhaps she had to
be kept still in her chair, as small children usually required holding or
metal braces to keep them from moving during long exposure times. It
is not clear to whom this daguerreotype belonged, nor to whom the in-
scription was directed. But the child was clearly deemed worthy of pho-
tographing, on account of her identity as a “white slave girl.”

The ways in which the children from Louisiana were described, photo-
graphed, and publicly presented as freed slaves, therefore, suggest that
while audiences were scandalized by the children’s whiteness, they were
also troubled by the inability to see their blackness. If the end of slavery
is what the children’s sponsors sought, their careful presentations of
white-looking slave girls also must have had another unintended effect
—that is, they hinted at the dangers of emancipation. Though slavery
was inscribed in the experiences of the adults in the group (figure 3)—
Wilson Chinn had the initials of his former master branded on his fore-
head, Mary Johnson bore on her left arm “scars of three cuts given her
by her mistress with a rawhide” and on her back “scars of more than
fifty cuts given by her master,” and Robert Whitehead’s history was
marked by the dollar amounts at which he had been bought and sold—
the unscarred, racially ambiguous bodies of the children made it clear
that old ways of “reading” slavery and race were insufficient.114 Images
such as these, in fact, may have further endorsed the determination of a
person’s blackness through blood and descent, since they rendered any
direct reading of race unreliable.115 If the words “slave child” beneath
the portraits kept the girls from walking out into the world as white,
then viewers may have wondered how they would be able to discern
nonwhiteness when slavery no longer held such people in check.

Further still, what would this state of affairs mean for those who
considered themselves white? If even photographs could not detect “Af-
rican” blood, then was the race of every white person soon to be in
question? Consider the story that accompanied the picture of “white
and colored slaves” in Harper’s Weekly. With indignation, the writer re-
counted the ejection of the three whitest-looking children, Rebecca,
Charles, and Rosa, from the St. Lawrence Hotel in Philadelphia while
they were on tour there. The hotel’s proprietor insisted that since the
children had been slaves, they “must therefore be colored persons” and
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emphasized that he kept a hotel for “white people.”116 Beneath a photo-
graphic portrait of the three children taken in Philadelphia after the in-
cident, this story served as part of the caption: “These children were
turned out of the St. Lawrence Hotel, Chestnut St, Philadelphia, on ac-
count of Color.” The story was a critique of northern white supremacy
and prejudice against “colored” people, but for viewers already unset-
tled by the appearances of the children, it would also confirm their
fears. If white-looking children could be denied entrance to a public es-
tablishment on the suspicion that they had been (“colored”) slaves, then
any white person’s race might be open to question.

It was to counter such fears, perhaps, that the children’s sponsors
staged a few photographs that were far less subtle than the vignette por-
traits of Rosa and Rebecca, and which made explicit the threat slavery,
and not emancipation, posed to the liberties of white people. In one,
Rebecca is by herself, seated and gazing up at the American flag (figure
17). The caption beneath her reads: “ ‘Oh! How I Love the Old Flag,’”
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Figure 17. “Our Protection” and “‘Oh! How I Love the Old
Flag.’” Portraits of Rosa Downs, Charles Taylor, and Rebecca
Huger, cartes-de-visite, 1863. Slavery/Antislavery Collection,
Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College.
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representing the Union as a refuge for white-looking children from the
evils of slavery. Another portrait shows the three children, Rosa, Char-
ley, and Rebecca, each wrapped in his or her own flag, with the words
“Our Protection” printed beneath them (figure 17).

One interpretation might be that these patriotic photographs cri-
tiqued the system of slavery, which denied white-looking children the
protections enjoyed by free white children and threatened the safety of
any who looked like them. But another reading of these images finds a
young white face on emancipation—rather than a young black one—
and suggests, in hopeful terms, that the postbellum United States would
remain a white nation.117
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Civilizing Missions
Miss Harriet W. Murray, Elsie, and Puss

If appeals for slavery’s demise took the form of white-look-
ing slave girls, the work of northern “civilization” in the South after
emancipation was embodied in a black child. The photographic portrait
of a woman named Harriet Murray with two of her students, taken in
South Carolina in 1866, was a tableau meant to express the good that
would come from emancipation in the South: two former slave girls
gathered round a book held by a white woman (figure 18). Puss, the
larger of the two, stood very straight, while Elsie appeared more pliant
in Miss Murray’s kindly yet firm embrace.1 This image makes a telling
comparison with the portraits of Rosa and Rebecca, in which both girls
had taken up the role of the Victorian middle-class white child, adopt-
ing the off-camera gaze or sentimental pose they had been given by the
photographer. Instead of the velvet-trimmed frocks in which Rosa and
Rebecca had appeared, Elsie and Puss stood plainly before the viewer in
boots without laces and hand-me-down dresses. The backdrop—the
“setting” provided for Elsie and Puss—was not a Victorian parlor but a
cultivated field. And unlike the photographs of Rosa and Rebecca, this
picture did not ask white northern viewers to imagine Elsie and Puss as
their own. These freedgirls were not destined for the parlors of the
white northern middle class except perhaps, by some people’s endeav-
ors, as maids.

The disparities between Rosa’s portrait and the photograph of Elsie
and Puss reflect, in part, the passage of time—from the height of the
Civil War to the years immediately following slavery’s defeat. Onto the
bodies of white-looking slave girls, abolitionists had hoped that white
northerners could project their hatred and fear of slavery, even their fas-
cination with it. After emancipation, though, reformers and missionar-
ies sought to quiet anxieties about the responses of millions of black
freedpeople to freedom (that they would migrate to the North, or kill
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their former masters, or refuse to work, letting cotton and sugarcane
rot in the fields)2 with images of black freedgirls in a rural landscape
under the civilizing influence of a white female teacher. Although the
picture of a white-looking slave girl may have fueled northern indigna-
tion toward the South during the war, Rosa’s image would not have
been a welcome one once slavery (and the caption “slave child”) no
longer kept her from “passing” as the “white” child she appeared to
be. Rather, what most white northerners seemed to imagine about the
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Figure 18. “Miss Harriet W. Murray, Elsie, Puss,” 1866.
From the Penn School Collection. Permission granted
by Penn Center, Inc., St. Helena, S.C. Photo 820b.
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South after emancipation was just what they saw in the picture of Elsie
and Puss with their teacher: dutiful black children (so “black” that they
could not pass for “white”) ready to receive the order and discipline of
a victorious northern white “civilization.”

Like Rosa’s portrait, the portrait of Harriet Murray with Elsie and
Puss was staged carefully—the white woman in broad skirts with her
young black charges, the painted backdrop, and the open book. And as
with Rosa’s portrait, in the staging of the photograph lay the grammar
of its argument—the choice, for instance, to stress the freed girls’ need
for “civilization” (Murray’s arm training Elsie toward the book) rather
than their innocence or vulnerability (Rosa Down’s doleful gaze). And
while both pictures pled the necessity of emancipation, they posed sepa-
rate questions about the future. Rosa’s fair skin may have broached
emancipation’s consequences, but the most immediate message her face
conveyed was, What if slavery continues? The portrait of Elsie and
Puss, though, raised and answered a new question, one about slavery’s
aftermath. In the words of New England antislavery reformer Samuel
Gridley Howe in 1864, “What shall be done with the negroes?”3

Harriet Murray was one of a small but determined group of north-
erners seeking to answer Howe’s question. She was among those work-
ing for a collection of freedmen’s aid societies at Port Royal and the Sea
Islands of South Carolina after the region’s occupation by Union troops
in 1861.4 The coast of South Carolina, like the southern part of Louisi-
ana, fell under Union control early in the war. The Port Royal experi-
ment, endorsed by President Lincoln and funded and arranged through
freedmen’s aid societies from New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, was
to be a model postslavery plantation society dedicated to a peaceful,
orderly, and prosperous transition from slavery to freedom. The Port
Royal Relief Committee declared in 1862 that it would teach freed-
people “the rudimentary arts of civilized life.”5 Those assigned to posts
as plantation superintendents would organize and oversee the labor of
former slaves while teachers addressed the educational needs of the is-
lands’ freedpeople. After a year’s effort, nearly two thousand students,
most between eight and twelve years old, were under instruction on Sea
Island, the largest of the South Carolina islands.6 Much was at stake,
however, since the supporters of the Port Royal experiment were deter-
mined that theirs be the example for the nation. As one Port Royal ad-
vocate wrote in 1862, “The success of a productive colony there would
serve as a womb for the emancipation at large.”7
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While education was central to the campaign at Port Royal (as it was
the governing theme in the portrait of Harriet Murray, Elsie, and Puss),
it was education in the service of creating a “civilized” black working
class in the South. With the help of Miss Murray, the portrait of Elsie
and Puss suggested, the girls would learn their letters. Yet Murray’s
presence—her motherly embrace, her finger directing Elsie to the book
—said something, too, about the civilizing northern presence in the
postslavery South. Murray played the part of the white, middle-class fe-
male who often mediated, indeed domesticated, the boundaries between
“civilization” and the “uncivilized” in the nineteenth century, whether
through missionary work or colonization or in allegorical illustrations
and advertisements.8 Her presence suggested to northern viewers that
while freedchildren learned to read and write, they would also learn
the value of discipline and industry—the very fundamentals of Anglo-
Saxon civilization (this despite the fact that former slave children al-
ready knew something about hard work).9 In fact, reformers such as
Harriet Murray had a rather complicated relationship to the future of
freedpeople and their place within the nation’s racial hierarchy. While
they promoted slave emancipation and the idea that former slaves would
be hardworking free laborers, they often did so using the racialized lan-
guage of Anglo-Saxonism and civilization. In both written and visual
form, it was a language that would proliferate throughout the nine-
teenth century.

Northern benevolent and missionary societies in the South during
and just after the Civil War had begun to answer Samuel Howe’s ques-
tion with a parable. It was a story of discovery, transformation, and civ-
ilization told in print and in photographs, one that often began with
ragged slaves and ended with neat, disciplined freedchildren. The rag-
ged child was a figure already present in antebellum urban reform ef-
forts in the United States and Britain. But the ragged slave child re-
deemed (a notion implicit in the portrait of Elsie and Puss), reflected a
new concern with the civilization of nonwhite peoples that would only
grow throughout the nineteenth century, as Europe (particularly in Af-
rica) and the United States (in the western territories, Latin America,
and the Pacific) pressed to expand their empires. Told in the form of
“before and after” narratives—the ragged slave child alongside the tidy
freedchild—these appeals were akin to those of nineteenth-century ad-
vertisers, political campaigners, social reformers, and even medical doc-
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tors. Such stories evoked both present and future in the newly free
South. Readers and viewers could see for themselves, ostensibly, both
what was happening and what would happen. Indeed, as an early illus-
tration of civilization as a spectacle to be consumed, this narrative al-
lowed viewers and readers to witness the event of the ragged child’s re-
form. To a large extent, then, the selling of emancipation as a civilizing
mission, to a wary northern public—the proffered answer to Howe’s
question—took the form of an educable, employable black freedchild.
With freedchildren, missionary and benevolent societies executed a
process, on paper, using lens and light and shadow, through which a
former slave population became scrubbed of history, relatives, and the
indelible marks of slavery. Here, they said, was a generation capable of
rescue, receptive to reform. Here was the tidy, disciplined future of freed
black labor in the South.

Renderings of the freedchild’s rapid advance under the supervision of
white northern reformers would prove a faint match for the social reali-
ties of the postbellum South: the opposing demands of freedpeople and
former slaveholders, the violence, the politics, and the poverty. The im-
ages created in the name of aid and benevolence were, in the end, both
grand, even global visions of civilization’s triumph and cardboard fan-
tasies acted out in front of a painted landscape in a photographer’s stu-
dio. Still, these appeals drew upon shared ideals—a familiar system of
symbols and arguments—in order to persuade their audience. And in
that sense, perhaps they were successful. These clever acts of persuasion
aimed at the northern public may have convinced some reticent souls
that black children deserved the aid of the North, and that emancipa-
tion would benefit the nation as a whole.10

In some cases, such arguments may have been too convincing. The
marketing of the black child as the future of freed black labor went be-
yond metaphor when zealous northern reformers in the South tried to
“place out” individual freedchildren and their services to the homes of
northern employers. Placing out poor orphans to work in households
was an accepted alternative to orphanages in the North by the 1860s.
But most freedpeople needed the labor of children to support their fam-
ilies and did not see the advantage of sending away nieces and nephews,
grandchildren, and their own children to help in someone else’s house-
hold. Indeed, the irony of sending former slave children hundreds of
miles away to fill the needs of northern employers for dishwashers and
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house servants—in the aftermath of a system of slavery that had di-
vided black families for generations and a sectional conflict that had
ended the interstate trade in human beings—seems to have escaped
some of their sponsors almost entirely.

To recognize the portrait of Elsie and Puss as a response to Howe’s
question about the fate of “the negroes,” we must recall, first, the ur-
gency with which abolitionists had tried to predict what would happen
after emancipation. Abolitionists hoped to persuade Congress and the
public that emancipation would not tip off a bloody, ex-slave rebellion
by promoting the idea that enslaved people were, by nature, peaceful
and industrious. Many prominent abolitionists, such as Senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts, romanticized the “African” race, insisting
that “this whole objection [to immediate emancipation] proceeds on a
mistaken idea of the African slave. . . . The African is not cruel, vindic-
tive, or harsh, but gentle, forgiving, and kind.”11 Others sought to offer
proof of the industriousness of former slaves by turning to earlier eman-
cipations in the West Indies to assuage concerns about black freedom
in the South. Perhaps the most well known treatise in this vein was a
pamphlet by Lydia Maria Child entitled The Right Way, the Safe Way,
Proved by Emancipation in the British West Indies, and Elsewhere
(1860). Child gathered testimonies from officials and observers in An-
tigua, Barbados, Jamaica, and smaller islands in the British West Indies
to argue for immediate emancipation (rather than the gradual process
of emancipation that some proposed) for slaves in the United States.12

The picture Child rendered of the British West Indies after slavery
was one of rapid improvement meant to foreshadow conditions in the
South after full-scale emancipation, and the responses of freedpeople
in the United States to freedom. For instance, she quoted a Moravian
missionary’s account of former slaves’ response on the day of emanci-
pation:

Planters and missionaries, in every part of the island, told us there
was not a single dance, by night or day; not every so much as a fiddle
played. There were no drunken carousals, no riotous assemblies. The
emancipated were as far from dissipation and debauchery as they were
from violence and carnage. Gratitude was the absorbing emotion. From
the hill-tops and the valleys, the cry of a disenthralled people went up-
ward, like the sound of many waters: “Glory to God! Glory to God!”13
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The end of slavery in the American South, Child suggested, could be
just as peaceful. Instead of retaliating against their former masters with
violence, former slaves would praise God for their release. Child cited
other examples of freedpeople’s easy adaptation to the system of free la-
bor and adoption of the consumer desires of “civilized” peoples. Man-
ners, dress, home decoration all improved among the freed population
in the West Indies, according to Child’s informants. Emancipation in the
British colonies, then, swiftly brought to the plantation regions all the
necessities of “civilization”: domesticity, orderly Christianity, and con-
spicuous consumption. Child predicted this same constellation of be-
havior, in short order, for freedpeople in the South.

Armed with examples from the West Indies, Child also predicted
the compliance of freedpeople to northern ideals of order and “safety”
and the least amount of disruption to the plantation system of produc-
tion. Freedpeople would remain on the plantation and happily work for
a wage. Drawing from the account of an estate manager in Antigua,
Child reported that “the love of home was such a passion with negroes,
that nothing but bad treatment could force them away.”14 A visitor to
Dominica encountered freedpeople “working cheerfully, and cheaply to
their employers, as compared with slavery.” Having visited all the is-
lands in the British West Indies in 1840, the same man noted: “The
change for the better, in the dress, demeanor, and welfare of the people,
is prodigious.” And according to an observer on Montserrat, “Schools
were springing up in all parts of the island. Marriages were occurring
every week. The planters now encouraged missionaries to labor among
their people, and were ready to give land for chapels, which were fast
multiplying.”15 In Jamaica, once full emancipation had replaced a sys-
tem of apprenticeship, all the signs of “civilization” appeared. The
“thatched hovels, with mud walls, thrown together without any order
or arrangement,” vanished from the landscape. Instead, freedpeople liv-
ing in whitewashed houses “now have looking-glasses, chairs, and side-
boards decorated with pretty articles of glass and crockery. Each dwell-
ing has its little plot of vegetables, generally neatly kept, and many of
them have flower-gardens in front, glowing with all the bright hues of
the tropics.”16

Early witnesses to the Port Royal experiment had similar aspirations.
In 1863, journalist Charles Nordhoff published the story of his visit to
Port Royal, The Freedmen of South-Carolina: Some Account of Their
Appearance, Character, Condition, and Peculiar Customs. Nordhoff
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was particularly interested in the opportunity for creating consumer de-
sires among former slaves. He predicted that the former slave men en-
listed in the Union army “will bring back with them improved ideas and
new wants, and will work a change both in dress and furniture.” Nord-
hoff’s hope was that such new habits of taste would soon be readily ap-
parent in the simple cottages of freedpeople: “I noticed that on some
walls were hung pictures from the illustrated journals; and I have no
doubt cheap colored prints would find a ready sale.” Behind the Union
troops, another kind of army would advance the cause of progress in
the South: “The day which sees the introduction on these islands of the
itinerant Yankee peddler will be an important one. If he is only moder-
ately honest, and quick-witted, he will be a valuable helper in advancing
civilization here.”17 Edward Philbrick, who had worked as a plantation
superintendent near Port Royal, with the ambition to prove that free
labor was more profitable than slave, had just that idea. He opened a
store there and reported that freedpeople quickly bought up his dry
goods, hardware, and other provisions. “It may readily be seen that a
considerable demand may arise for the articles above-named and others
of kindred nature, when a population of some millions shall be in a po-
sition to apply their earnings to the supply of their rapidly increasing
wants. Should not the manufacturing interests of the North be awake
to this?”18

Talk of freedpeople’s “increasing wants,” of printed pictures tacked
to bare walls, was of a piece with the educational efforts of northern be-
nevolent societies in the South. Together they told a story of advancing
civilization and expanding markets.19 This vision was carried into the
South Carolina Sea Islands with the arrival of the first missionaries and
reformers. Edward Pierce, one of the leaders of the Port Royal experi-
ment, engaged schoolchildren there in a “dialogue” in 1863 that re-
flected this concern for the spread of self-reliance, a Protestant work
ethic, and consumerism.

“Children, what are you going to do when you grow up?”
“Going to work, Sir.”
“On what?”
“Cotton and corn, Sir.”
“What are you going to do with the corn?”
“Eat it.”
“What are you going to do with the cotton?”
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“Sell it.”
“What are you going to do with the money you get for it?”
One boy answered in advance of the rest,—
“Put it in my pocket, Sir.”
“That won’t do. What’s better than that?”
“Buy clothes, Sir.”
“What else will you buy?”
“Shoes, Sir.”20

The children also promised to send their children to church and
school, when the time came, and promised to pay for the parson and
the teacher themselves, rather than relying on the government. In con-
clusion, Pierce wrote: “One who listens to such answers can hardly
think that there is any natural incapacity in these children to acquire
with maturity of years the ideas and habits of good citizens.” These
“ideas” and “habits” would become a point of dispute between freed
laborers and plantation owners in postbellum South Carolina, as else-
where in the South after slavery. Nonetheless, Pierce and other reform-
ers clearly had high hopes for the creation of a freed black working
class that participated in (and enriched) the nation’s markets.21

As Child’s treatise suggested, however, the ambitions of those con-
cerned with the fate of freedpeople were in many ways larger than the
national crisis they struggled to address. Abolitionists, reformers, and
missionaries alike viewed their work as part of the transatlantic move-
ment bringing “civilization” to the “uncivilized” peoples of the world.
For missionaries, in particular, the inclusion of the black population of
the South in this larger civilizing movement had begun before the Civil
War. Writing in 1858, in the “Children’s Department” of the American
Missionary magazine, the editors told young readers of the shared de-
sires of children abroad and at home to become Christian: “Ten thou-
sand little children, from the shores of Africa, India, and China, are
turning to you, and stretching out their little hands, earnestly pleading
for the Gospel.” And there were children in the United States with the
same desires. “From the poor slave in our own land, groaning under the
lash of a cruel master comes the same earnest plea, ‘Oh! Send us the
Gospel.’ ”22 The American Missionary often ran stories about the daily
lives of African children at the association’s mission in West Africa
alongside reports from missionary teachers working with freedpeople in
the South.23

Civilizing Missions | 99



This global view of reform, in turn, shaped abolitionists’ and mis-
sionaries’ consideration of black freedom and black people’s prospects
for civilization. Two months after the start of the Civil War, the Ameri-
can Missionary ran an excerpt from the writings of the Reverend J.
Leighton Wilson, a missionary working in Africa, under the heading
“Capacity of the Negro for Improvement”—a pointed lesson for read-
ers concerned with the prospect of a newly freed “Negro” population in
the United States. Wilson explained: “Looking at the African race, as
we have done in their native country, we have seen no obstacle to their
elevation which would not apply equally to all other uncultivated races
of men.” Wilson compared Africans with South Sea Islanders, “the
Indian tribes of our own country,” and “even with the great masses of
ignorant poor who throng all the great cities of the civilized world.”
In sum, they (Africans, Negroes) “do not appear to any disadvantage
whatever.”24 The soon-to-be emancipated slave population of the South,
as the headline suggests, would be included in this worldwide civilizing
campaign. As Edward Pierce, former Union officer and chief promoter
of the experiment at Port Royal, advised a leading pastor in Boston the
next year: “You must see that the heathen to whom we owe a special
duty . . . are nearer to us than the Ganges.”25

The particular aims and expectations of those bringing “civilization”
to freedpeople in the South had their roots in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, when a notion of “civilization” developed, according to anthro-
pologist George Stocking, “in the shadow of other broad forces of his-
torical change,” namely, the Industrial Revolution, evangelical Christian
revivalism, and radical protest in France. All these developments con-
tributed to a proactive nineteenth-century definition of “civilization”
that encompassed not just evangelical Christianity and the celebration
of European (and Anglo-American) superiority but also the desire to
promote human progress generally, by working directly with the “un-
civilized” peoples of the world.26 When a collection of leading aboli-
tionists and missionaries founded the National Freedmen’s Relief Asso-
ciation in New York in 1862 to immediately address the situation at
Port Royal, they did so in the name of “civilization and Christianity.”27

Women played a particularly important role in the spread of Anglo-
Saxon civilization. Female missionaries and teachers, in particular, often
served as intermediaries in the civilizing process.28 From the earliest
phase of European exploration, female figures served in symbolic ways
to mark the “threshold” between European civilization and the New
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World.29 But by the first half of the nineteenth century, in the context of
massive evangelical revivals that attracted a largely female following,
women had begun to engage directly in civilizing activities, from care-
fully plotted “rescues” in efforts to end prostitution in the streets of
New York to attending abolitionist meetings and supporting a flourish-
ing industry in antislavery literature. As missionary efforts gathered
speed in the second half of the nineteenth century, British and American
women traveled widely in support of their cause, from Africa and India
to the Pacific Islands and the American West.30 At the close of the Civil
War, the work of northern evangelical women in the South became a
further extension of this work. Yet by the 1860s, ideas about the civiliz-
ing effects of an idealized middle-class domesticity had become as im-
portant to reform efforts as the spread of Protestantism. This is evident
in Lydia Maria Child’s treatise, as well as the writings of other Protes-
tant reformers. Even missionary Austa French, who traveled early to
Port Royal, explained her calling there, in one passage of her memoir, in
terms not of Christianity but of domestic order: “Still some would have
us sit in northern parlors, with hands folded, to entertain some caller,
or even slaveholder,” while freedwomen continued to raise children in
cabins French found squalid, without the fundamentals of “domestic
knowledge.”31

The experiment at Port Royal, which drew both Austa French and
Harriet Murray out of their parlors, was the first of many such efforts
in the South during and after the Civil War. Northern benevolent soci-
eties had begun sending teachers south as early as 1861, to Fortress
Monroe in Virginia, and 1862, to the island of Port Royal on the South
Carolina coast.32 Some of them represented missionary societies, the
largest of them being the American Missionary Association (AMA), an
organization that prior to the Civil War had been working among freed
populations in Jamaica, Canada, and the northern United States, as well
as with the native inhabitants of West Africa.33 Other northerners, most
though not all of whom came from an evangelical, abolitionist tradi-
tion, represented organizations formed expressly for the purpose of
freedpeople’s aid: among them the National Freedmen’s Relief Associ-
ation, the Boston Educational Commission, the American Freedmen’s
Aid Commission, and the Pennsylvania Freedmen’s Relief Association,
the latter formed with the help of the Quakers. Other Quaker societies
also developed, including the Friends Association of Philadelphia and
its Vicinity for the Relief of Colored Freedmen. The Friends also took
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in orphaned freedchildren at their Home for Colored Orphans in Phila-
delphia.34

Government-administered schools for freedpeople after the war typi-
cally were staffed by teachers from northern benevolent societies, as
well as local southerners, black and white, and supervised by the Bureau
of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, or Freedmen’s Bureau—
the federal agency started in 1865 and charged with the management of
abandoned lands, the facilitation of labor contracts, the distribution of
food and clothing, and the establishment of schools for freedpeople,
among other duties.35 At the peak of the educational effort administered
by the bureau, there were reportedly 3,300 teachers educating freedpeo-
ple in the former Confederacy, although the actual number must have
been larger, since many schools, particularly those not supported by the
bureau, did not send in reports. Despite the many regional and denomi-
national affiliations of northern reformers and missionaries, this group
as a whole was mostly white and middle-class. Some African American
missionaries arrived from the northern states, but the majority of those
sent from groups like the AMA were white.36 The majority of northern
teachers in freedpeople’s schools were, in fact, single white women. By
1868, however, the bureau’s superintendent for education reported that
black teachers slightly outnumbered white teachers.37 Given the large
number of black teachers reported that year (some 4,000—a number,
again, that does not include the many schools that did not submit re-
ports), it appears that many of them were local.38 Further research has
also discovered a large portion of the white teachers were southerners.
The motivations of the latter were mixed. While some simply needed
work, others signed up out of genuine desire to educate former slaves.39

But it was the white northern female teacher, the “Yankee school-
marm” so derided by hostile southern sympathizers (some historians
among them) well into the twentieth century, that most often appeared
in literature on schools for freedpeople (both in promotional material
and in news reports), and it was through this figure that most north-
ern readers understood the educational efforts ongoing in the South.
Though generally unpopular among whites in the South, white female
teachers were a welcome sight for freedpeople. Black scholar and activ-
ist W. E. B. Du Bois, writing in 1903, declared these northern women
heroes, who had taught the black and white people of the South: “Be-
hind the mists of ruin and rapine waved the calico dresses of women
who dared, and after the hoarse mouthings of the field guns rang the
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rhythm of the alphabet.”40 Northern women’s activism on behalf of
freedpeople, in fact, extended well beyond the schoolroom—they en-
gaged in debates on labor reform, bought and sold land for cultivation
by freedpeople, and lobbied the federal government.41 But in the mar-
keting of the freedchild as the future of the black population in the
South, the white, female figure that most often appeared was a teacher.

Northern visitors throughout the South after the Civil War were im-
pressed by freedpeople’s desire for education. (Most southern states be-
fore the war prohibited the education of blacks, and in 1860, more than
90 percent of the South’s adult black population was illiterate.)42 One
northern teacher, for instance, testified to the American Freedmen’s In-
quiry Commission that “without exception I never saw such greedy
people for study. Then there is the great ambition to be able to read the
Bible for themselves. I have not seen an indifferent child or an indolent
one—dull ones, I have seen of course; they are all zealous.” Some freed-
people insisted that schooling for their children be provided as part of
labor contracts.43 When queried about their demand for schooling for
their children, freedpeople explained it in practical terms. Testifying be-
fore the American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission in South Carolina in
1863, for instance, freedman Harry McMillan was asked: “Did your
masters ever see you learning to read?” to which he responded: “No,
sir; you could not let your masters see you read; but now the colored
people are fond of sending their children to school.” When asked why
this was, McMillan replied: “Because the children in after years will be
able to tell us ignorant ones how to do for ourselves.” McMillan also
had a vision of a time when freedpeople would govern themselves en-
tirely, without the help of whites. “Probably with the children that are
coming up now white men will not be needed,” he said. Learning to
read and write, and training to be doctors, ministers, and lawyers, the
young people would free their race from dependence on whites. “After
five years,” McMillan said, “they will take care of themselves; this
[older] generation cannot do it.”44

The resources for freedpeople’s education would never be sufficient
to meet the demands of the nearly four million freedpeople—adults and
children—reformers hoped to educate. They could not even reach all of
the nearly two-and-a-quarter million freedchildren in the South after
emancipation.45 In the state of Georgia, for instance, only 5 percent of
freedpeople attended school in any one year.46 In 1870, the superinten-
dent of education for the Freedmen’s Bureau bemoaned the inability to
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provide instruction for most freedpeople: “The mass of these freedmen
are, after all, still ignorant. Nearly a million and a half of their children
have never as yet been under any instruction.”47 Without sufficient gov-
ernment and charitable support, most often, freedpeople had to rely on
their own meager resources to fund schools and teachers.48

But in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, benevolent societies
and representatives of the Freedmen’s Bureau had great expectations
for their campaign to educate former slaves. Education for freedpeople,
like education for northern children, was fundamentally about the in-
struction of discipline and industry. Indeed, the education of the freed
population was a necessity akin to the education of all working classes.
As an editor of the American Missionary wrote, “It is the duty of every
government to provide against crime, pauperism, and wretchedness, by
providing against ignorance.”49 The textbooks for freedpeople’s schools,
given the financial straits of benevolent societies, were more often than
not used textbooks from northern schools. And while Lydia Maria
Child’s new Freedman’s Book (1865) instructed freedpeople on the his-
tory of such radical figures as Toussaint L’Ouverture and William Lloyd
Garrison, its primary message was still one of self-reliance, uplift, and
hard work—betraying the idea that reformers feared freedpeople, with-
out civilizing instruction, would not work for themselves.50 As the west-
ern secretary of the AMA declared in 1866—the year Elsie and Puss
stood in the portrait studio—the teachers and missionaries descending
on the South were the greatest “Army of Civilization” the nation had
ever mustered.51 The portrait of Harriet Murray, Elsie, and Puss, as a
piece of propaganda, was at once a reenactment of that “army’s” suc-
cess and a projection of the future for freedpeople in the South, care-
fully arranged around a theme that nineteenth-century viewers readily
understood: the ragged child redeemed.

The first organized efforts directed at the nineteenth century’s grow-
ing numbers of so-called ragged children began in the 1840s with the
Ragged School movement in London, born of concern for the working-
class children who filled the industrial city’s streets. Founded largely by
evangelical groups, Ragged Schools recruited street children, often giv-
ing them food and shelter and providing free instruction. By the 1850s,
however, other reformers in the United States and Britain, less focused
on religious conversion and more concerned with rescue and reform,
began to introduce their own strategies to address the problem of the
ragged child. Guided by their conviction that “goodness could be con-
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cealed beneath rags,” these new efforts sentimentalized the street child.
At midcentury, reformers had yet to fully engage the system of industri-
alism that encouraged child labor and instead placed emphasis on the
inadequacies of the working-class family to raise poor children.52 Such
children, they argued, needed to be rescued by society and educated in
the ways of civilization and honest labor.

Ragged children, as reformers rendered them, were either without
parents or living with parents whose alcoholism and “slovenly” habits
destroyed their ability to care for their children. (Evidence suggests,
however, that many of the children who became the focus of reform
efforts were not orphans, and that often families chose to send their
children to missionary institutions on the grounds that they could not
care for them themselves.)53 It was in the interest of ragged children, or
“street orphans,” that Charles Loring Brace founded the Children’s Aid
Society (CAS) in 1853 in New York City. The CAS sent “home visitors”
into the dwellings of poor families to monitor the conditions of the
“tenement classes,” a group that in the view of reformers had, by the
1850s, become a dire threat to the social order. The growth of street
trading in cities like New York drew children into public commerce in
increasing numbers. According to Brace, they lived “by begging, by
petty pilfering, by bold robbery,” while others “earn an honest support
by peddling matches, or apples, or newspapers.” But left to their own
devices, “without mother or friends,” these children “if unreclaimed”
would “help to form the great multitude of robbers, thieves, vagrants,
and prostitutes who are now such a burden upon the law-respecting
community.”54

Although reformers like Brace often lamented the perceived ab-
sence of parental control, nineteenth-century missionaries and reform-
ers working in Europe, Africa, and the United States generally viewed
parents and other relatives as a hindrance to the civilizing of ragged
children. In his first Plea for Ragged Schools (1849), Scottish missionary
Thomas Guthrie wrote on behalf of the many “unhappy children who
are suffering from the crimes of their parents and neglect of society.”
“Suppose a man already indolent, improvident, and dissipated, to have
four children,” Guthrie wrote, “without this institution [the Ragged
School] these grow up in their father’s image.”55 Although Guthrie did
not propose to remove children from their homes, his plan for schooling
would keep them well away from their parents, in school from dawn
until after supper. In Africa, too, missionaries took up the strategy of
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rescue and strove to remove children from the immediate influence of
their “heathen” parents. The readers of the “Children’s Department” of
the American Missionary in 1862 learned that African “mission chil-
dren” were “boys and girls whom the missionaries have taken—with
the consent of their fathers and mothers—to live with them in the mis-
sion till they grow to maturity,” and that the children were learning to
sew and “work on the farm.” Missionaries believed that by removing
the children from the influences of their parents and relatives, they
could create a more “industrious” African population.56 African chil-
dren who learned “American ways” would be useful in teaching civi-
lization to their people. But this task was made difficult because “temp-
tations are all about them. Their fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, and
all their relatives and friends, except those in the mission, do differently
from what missionaries require them to do. They cook, eat, dress, and
work in a different way from what the children are taught to do. . . .
We teach them to be industrious, but as their country people spend
much time in idleness, is it strange that labor at times seems a burden
and occasions discontent.”57

In the United States, two significant efforts in the middle and late
nineteenth century removed large numbers of children from the influ-
ence of their families. The first came from the Children’s Aid Society,
which began “placing out” poor and orphaned children in the 1850s to
homes in the country. In its literature, the CAS declared that the charge
of its agents was “to get these children of unhappy fortune utterly out
of their surroundings, and to send them away to kind Christian homes
in the country. No influence, we believe is like the influence of Home.”58

Soon the CAS was sponsoring “orphan trains,” aimed at improving the
lot of thousands of poor urban children (many of whom were not or-
phans but simply poor boys seeking to improve their lot) by sending
them to the Midwest and West to live with farm families.59 The second
was directed at Native American children after the Civil War. In the in-
terest of assimilation, thousands of Indian children boarded trains in
the opposite direction, headed east to learn their letters and become
schooled in the ways of “civilized” society. One agent for the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, writing in 1878, saw such boarding schools as the only
means of assimilation: “It must be manifest to all practical minds that
to place these wild children under the teacher’s care but four or five
hours a day, and permit them to spend the other nineteen in the filth
and degradation of the village, makes the attempt to educate and civi-
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lize them a mere farce.”60 Also by the 1870s and into the twentieth cen-
tury, many reformers advocated sending older African American and
Native American children to industrial schools in Virginia and the
Northeast, both to teach them skills and to remove them from the influ-
ences of family and the small-town South.61

Despite the fact that there were large numbers of children orphaned
or separated from their parents by the slave trade and then by the chaos
of the Civil War, an organized system of removal never developed for
the freedchildren of the South.62 Before the Civil War, antislavery activ-
ists had centered their appeals on the cruel separation of families en-
couraged by the slave system, decrying the brutality of slaveholders who
placed profit over the bonds of family. It would have been difficult for
them, in turn, to endorse family separation after emancipation. In addi-
tion, many orphaned freedchildren were absorbed into their extended
families and the fictive kin groups that had been formed under slavery
as a means to combat the emotional and material effects of family sepa-
ration by the slave trade.63

Still, the desire to remove freedchildren from the influences of their
families did surface from time to time in the correspondence of teachers
and reformers in the South. A teacher for the AMA suggested that a
normal school be established “where boys and girls can be sent from
their home for a year or two then return to set a proper example among
their own people. . . . It is very little use of teachers doing a faithful
part for pupils to be laid aside as soon as the children return home
which is frequent.”64 (Such schools would come to fruition by the early
1870s, for older students.)65 Elizabeth Botume, reflecting on the ques-
tion “How far can the negroes go in education?” resolved that the fam-
ily life of her students was a hindrance to them: “The children learn
readily and memorize quickly. Then the lack of habits of application
bars the way. What is learned in school is repeated at home, and so the
whole is leavened. In this way the family is instructed and advanced,
while the progress of the child is retarded. He hears only the plantation
dialect, and becomes familiar with the plantation superstitions.”66

After the war, it seems, white northern abolitionists took on what they
considered to be a new enemy. Antislavery campaigns had decried the
brutality of slaveholders, and antislavery activists had employed the
language of sentimental fiction to voice their outrage against the sys-
tem that tore babies away from their mothers.67 But that campaign
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had been waged from a distance. Once white northern abolitionists
reached the South, their work was no longer antislavery but, rather,
civilizing.

After the agony of children and parents lost to the slave trade, how-
ever, freedpeople fought any attempts to deprive parents of their chil-
dren and their children’s labor, often to the chagrin of northern re-
formers and officials.68 Indeed, the overarching reason that there was
no campaign to export freedchildren from the South was that they
were valuable as workers—both to their families and to former slave-
holders and other employers. An organized effort to place freedchildren
elsewhere would have met resistance from all sides. Still, freedchildren
proved central to reformers’ campaigns to “rescue” the freed popula-
tion from an uncivilized existence and transform it into a “disciplined”
black working class.

Common to all efforts to rescue the ragged child in the nineteenth
century were the stories of discovery told by reformers, stories that
drew upon the writings of missionaries in Africa as well as upon pop-
ular sentimental novels of the period.69 The discovery stories about
street children and freedchildren were akin to what Mary Louise Pratt
terms narratives of “anti-conquest,” that is, stories of chance discovery
told by missionaries or other representatives of an imperial or civilizing
power, that allowed them to employ “strategies of innocence,” strat-
egies that might conceal their trespasses and efforts at “conquest.”70

Such discovery narratives surfaced in the accounts of reformers such as
Henry Mayhew, Charles Loring Brace, and Lydia Maria Child, when
they made their forays into the streets and tenements of New York and
London (in the case of Mayhew). It was in the streets, for instance,
that Child encountered, “a ragged little urchin” whose “sweet voice of
childhood was prematurely cracked into shrillness” from selling news-
papers. Such children lived in tenement houses, according to reform-
ers, that contained “dark narrow stairways, decayed with age, reeking
with filth, overrun with vermin.”71 Similar passages appear in the fiction
of Charles Dickens and his contemporaries. The ragged little crossing
sweeper, Jo, in Dickens’s Bleak House (1853), for instance, who had
“no father, no mother, no friends” and knew nothing of a “home,”
lived “in a ruinous place . . . a black, dilapidated street, avoided by all
decent people.” Dickens also takes his reader down that street: “Now,
these tumbling tenements contain, by night, a swarm of misery. As, on
the ruined human wretch, vermin parasites appear, so, these ruined shel-
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ters have bred a crowd of foul existence that crawls in and out of gaps
in walls and boards; and coils itself to sleep in maggot numbers, where
the rain drips in.”72 In addition to describing Jo’s surroundings, Dickens
mused about the story he was spinning, one that would bring together a
child like Jo and the wealthy Lady Dedlock and Sir Leicester: “What
connexion can there have been between many people in the innumer-
able histories of this world, who, from opposite sides of great gulfs,
have, nevertheless, been very curiously brought together!”73 Although
the author himself joined the life of the street urchin and the lady to-
gether, his narrator declared it a “curious” accident.

Using similar stories of discovery in their own writings, reformers
could direct benevolence toward ragged children while at the same time
asserting control over them and directing their future.74 Accounts of
freedchildren must be seen in this light, as well. They were part of this
genre of discovery writing and benevolence, a genre that encompassed
both street children and former slave children. Just after her trip to Port
Royal in 1862, for instance, Austa French told the story of a freed-
woman to whom French and a group of women paid a visit. She intro-
duced the story (told at the start of a chapter entitled “Cruelty Reigns”)
by explaining, in sympathetic terms, the “heartless” condition of freed-
women: “No time, strength, patience, or heart, for sympathy have the
poor ‘field hand’ women. They all have little feeling at the death of [a
child] because all want to die who would, by grace, have the tenderness
to feel.”75 In telling the story of the freedwoman, French began with the
notion that slavery had stripped its victims of all capacity for feeling.
Only the intervention of French and her female companions would set
the household aright and would chance to save the life of the ragged
child on the floor. The boy “lying upon a few rags on the hearth, too
weak to cry, is a child of six years, in a dying state, from consumption
or neglect.” The missionary women intervened with soap and clean
clothes, explaining,

“You must take it up and bathe it, using some of this nice healing soap.
We have brought all clean clothes and a bed” (a large clothes-basket
filled with nice straw, and covered with soft cloths).

“Can’t wash him; mus’ go fo’ rations.”
“You must wash him; he is suffering so.”
“I’ll do it when I come home.”
“You must do it now; we cannot leave until you do.”76
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According to French, the woman told them that the child was her sis-
ter’s, and that she had her own baby to attend to and could not “hold
that big nigger” while her child cried. Shedding tears herself, she said
she would be “glad” if the child died, like five of her children, “ ‘cause
so much trouble.’ ” When the freedwoman explained that the boy’s
head was suffering from “maggits,” French wrote, “our sister, with up-
lifted hands, ran out and home to get remedies,” while French and the
others remained, “enforcing and superintending the washing.” After
cleaning the child, French and her colleagues expressed empathy for the
woman, not blaming her but pitying her for being “so destitute of do-
mestic knowledge”: “We do not have to work in the field as you always
have to do. Still, you want to learn to do things right, don’t you?”
French admitted, however, that “her rags were all as clean as possible
without soap, as so many of them had none to wash with.”77 The child,
despite the intervention of French and her “sisters,” died two days
later. As for the freedwoman, French explained that she would be “at-
tended to.”78

Like Dickens, French exposed the living conditions of poor children,
and their alleged abandonment or neglect by parents or guardians, to
point out the distance between the ragged child and civilization, a dis-
tance that reformers hoped to bridge. In other representations of rag-
ged children in the nineteenth century, however, reformers used racial
categories as a means to highlight the difference between civilization
and savagery in which the ragged child lived. Thomas Guthrie described
street children as “Arabs of the city” and “as wild as desert savages.”
Reformer Thomas Beggs, in An Inquiry into the Extent and Causes of
Juvenile Depravity (1849), reported that the “predatory hordes of the
street” in London might “almost belong to a separate race.” British
children new to the Ragged Schools “behaved more like savages than
civilized human beings.” Charles Loring Brace, too, seems to have
adopted the term “street Arab,” but also compared New York’s poor
“houseless” boys to Native Americans, in that they bore “something
of the same relation which Indians bear to the civilized Western set-
tlers” who existed as “a happy race of little heathens and barbarians.”79

Not incidentally, perhaps, many of these children described as “bar-
barians” were the offspring of Irish immigrants, nearly two million of
whom arrived in the 1850s and settled in eastern cities like New York
and Boston.80

In relating the child to the savage, missionaries working in the 1840s
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and 1850s were ahead of social science. It was not until the 1860s and
1870s that social scientists proposed the theory of recapitulation—that
is, that both children and colonized people were at the beginning stages
of human development. Whereas the “savage” represented an early
stage in mankind’s evolution, so the theory went, the child’s growth re-
capitulated the developmental stages of the human race, from savagery
to civilization.81 Recapitulation eventually collapsed under the weight of
science, but while in vogue it served to reinforce the work of missionar-
ies and other reformers promoting the development and dispersal of
Victorian civilization among the nineteenth century’s poor children.

Unlike London’s young “street Arabs,” African American children
were seldom linked to “savage” parts other than sub-Saharan Africa,
where the American Missionary Association, in particular, had made
inroads before the Civil War.82 The antebellum missionary work under
way in West Africa seems to have inspired missionaries hoping to start
their own schools among African Americans in the United States. By the
1860s, Africa was quickly becoming a source of fascination with Amer-
ican readers, a fascination that would continue to grow with the pub-
lication of European and American explorers’ accounts.83 Indeed, en-
thusiasm for an imagined Africa is evident in the reports and letters
of aspiring missionaries in the United States. A teacher writing to the
American Missionary Association in 1864, petitioning for a teaching
position in the South, clearly hoped to impress the reader of his petition
by proving his sense for missionary duty. He explained that while living
in the free state of Ohio, he had stumbled upon “a collection of negro
huts, occupied by free blacks.” When he saw the children, he knew
“that I found this, my first missionary field. I had longed for it a great
while, and when I saw it, I knew it. The woods were swarming with lit-
tle woolly-headed, half-dressed children, and my heart warmed to them
in a minute.” He then turned and spoke to the mother of some of the
children but made no observations about her to the reader. Instead, he
focused on the children as if they (unlike the mother) were not African
Americans living in Ohio but little Africans: “I said to the mother of six
of the young savages, for really small Hottentots would not have looked
any more like real live heathen to me than they did: ‘Don’t your chil-
dren go to Sunday-school?’ ”84 When he discovered that white children
harassed the black children and kept them from attending school, he re-
solved to start his own class. He explained, “I went there next Sunday
and sat down under a tree, with a great log in front of me, whereon sat
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thirty-four half-naked children, their little black legs hanging down, too
short to touch the ground, and had a Sunday school.” An observer in
Illinois described a similar scene. He watched a young man “teaching a
group of little darkies” under a “magnificent oak,” noting that “twenty
or thirty negro children were sitting around him in a circle on the
ground, as the heathens do in the missionary picture books.”85

Those who recorded or recounted their first visit to the South during
the Civil War described their missionary endeavors in similar fashion.
The freedchild often inspired in missionary teachers an enthusiasm that
grown freedpeople did not. If they were little “savages,” they were sav-
ages who could be civilized. In a letter that appeared in the American
Missionary in 1864, teacher Caroline Jocelyn explained: “I can never
meet the peculiarly mournful gaze of the mute, overawed negro,” she
wrote, “but a fountain of tears is stirred within me. There is, however,
in Young Africa, a jubilant hopefulness which sweeps over all barriers,
and will bear their possessors on to success and prosperity.”86 Northern
benevolent societies printed accounts like these because they served as
dramatic tales of discovery. In such writings and in photographs, in
turn, the black freedchild represents both the beginning and the end of
Pratt’s “anti-conquest”: the discovery of former slaves in “ragged” or
“degraded” form and their transformation into tidy, disciplined freed-
people. Freedchildren were instrumental to the white northern “anti-
conquest” of the South because they—like Africa itself—were to the
eyes of white northern reformers new territory for the spread of “civi-
lization” and discipline, each child an untouched, if untamed, field
ready for cultivation.87

The portrait of Harriet Murray, Elsie, and Puss, therefore, was more
than just an image of a white female teacher with her black charges. In
the figures of freedchildren, white northerners read stories of discovery
and rescue that contained within them ideas about both geography and
phylogeny—that is, of national progress and racial progress. Seen un-
der the instruction of their white female teacher, Elsie and Puss embod-
ied the transformation of the South under the direction of the North,
a region to be cultivated by “disciplined” free laborers. At the same
time, given their capacity to develop, freedchildren like Elsie and Puss
also represented for white northern audiences the black race’s historical
coming-of-age. In the narratives of missionaries and officials, freedchil-
dren illustrated the race’s swift passage from slavery to freedom, from
“savagery” to “civilization,” under the influence of northern reformers.
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New arrivals to the South often began with descriptions of the land-
scape and its freed inhabitants, as if both were completely foreign.88

Writing in 1893, Elizabeth Botume, a northern teacher and missionary
to freedpeople in South Carolina, introduced her memoir with a passage
about the “discovery” of freedpeople in the Low Country at the start of
the war. Northerners, according to Botume, “knew but little of slavery”
in the South, for them it was “terra incognita”: “When brought face to
face with the slaves, as they were during the war, it was like the discov-
ery of a new race. . . . What was known of the slaves themselves? Had
they any individuality? Were they, as we were often told, only animals
with certain brute force, but no capacity for self-government? Or were
they reasoning beings?”89 Though she had been warned that slaves on
rice plantations were “the most degraded of the race” and perhaps “the
connecting link” between humans and “the brute creation,” Botume in-
sisted that they were the people with whom she wanted to work. She
had hoped to labor in what she considered uncharted territory, her
enthusiasm for “terra incognita” being the principle motivation.90 Al-
though Botume wrote this in 1893, when U.S. imperialism was reaching
new heights, it is still striking that her words were not unlike those that
appeared in accounts from the 1860s. Sounding like the missionary who
found his calling among the “Hottentots” of Ohio, Botume declared:
“As this was purely missionary work, these were the people I wished to
come in contact with.”91

Edward Philbrick and Austa French, both writing from Port Royal,
seemed captivated by the wildness of their surroundings. Both writers
used the landscape and its black inhabitants to argue that its white in-
habitants, by their decadence and cruelty, must forfeit it to more compe-
tent managers.92 French, the wife of the Reverend Mansfield French, a
leader of the Port Royal experiment, explained that in South Carolina,
“vegetation, too, is singular. Even that seems to partake of the spirit
of slavery. Trees luxuriant, but misshapen, gnarly, ill-tempered. . . .
Every splendid thing seems to overtop something which dwindles under
its influence.”93 Philbrick, who would become a plantation superinten-
dent, wrote upon his arrival in 1862: “Dilapidated fences, tumble-down
buildings, untrimmed trees with lots of dead branches, weedy walks and
gardens and a general appearance of unthrift attendant upon the best of
slaveholding towns, was aggravated here by the desolated houses, sur-
rounded by heaps of broken furniture and broken wine and beer bottles
which the army had left about after their pillage.” Freedchildren, in

Civilizing Missions | 113



Philbrick’s description, were a natural part of this careless, untended
place. As he made his way through the town of Beaufort, “Quantities
of negro children lay basking in the morning sun, grinning at us as we
passed.”94

Like the southern landscape and its inhabitants, northern observers
presented the freedchild as mostly untouched and unsocialized, except
by the inhuman cruelties of slavery. With an image that appeared in
Harper’s Weekly in 1862, entitled “Feeding the Negro Children under
the Charge of Military Authorities at Hilton Head, South Carolina”
(figure 19), the editors suggested that freedchildren remained in a sav-
age state, one that could be remedied only by northern instruction:
“Our picture shows the feeding of these negro pickaninnies. Poor little
creatures! they are realizing for the first time that they are human be-
ings, and not of the same class in animated nature as dogs and hogs.”95

But the picture itself shows the children sitting on the ground in a yard
—“under the charge of military authorities”—eating with chickens,
ducks, and dogs. There is even a dog sitting upright, begging, alongside
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Figure 19. “Feeding the Negro Children under the Charge of the Military Au-
thorities at Hilton Head, South Carolina,” Harper’s Weekly, June 14, 1862.
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the children. Plenty of former slaves angrily recalled having to eat out of
one large pan placed in the yard as children.96 Still, this image, as one of
emancipation, implied that freedboys and freedgirls were not much
more advanced than the barnyard animals around them and urgently
needed the enlightenment that only northern civilization would bring.
In contrast to the children, the adults in the picture stand or sit to the
side of the image, making the children appear completely unsocialized
by their elders, unaware (unlike the adults around them) that they were
not, in fact, in the same class as the chickens.97 Further still, viewers had
a standing perspective on the child figures seated on the ground, thus al-
lowing them to look down upon the children feeding with animals. The
children appeared in a helpless state of “savagery” and in need of white
northerners’ help.98

As we saw in the last chapter, the National Freedmen’s Relief Associ-
ation’s presentation of girls like Rosa and Rebecca, and Henry Ward
Beecher’s appeals from the pulpit of Plymouth Church, were rescue sto-
ries. The white-looking girls (and others like them), so the story went,
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Lawrence,” carte-de-visite, 1863.
Private collection. Courtesy of Tony
Seideman.
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needed the help of the northern public to spare them a future of slav-
ery and sin. Fanny Lawrence, too, was discovered “sore and tattered
and unclean” by Catherine Lawrence when Lawrence was working as
a nurse in Virginia. Fanny’s sponsor even staged a “ragged” carte-de-
visite of her as part of a series of photographs to raise money to support
Fanny and herself (figure 20). Very different from the other portraits of
Fanny, and the individual portraits of Rebecca and Rosa, this photo-
graph was taken from a distance, with a faint landscape painted on
canvas in the background. Fanny looks forlorn, standing with her head
bowed and her feet bare.99 Like the drawing of the freedchildren eating
on the ground, this picture invited northern intervention and, like the
illustration, put viewers in the position of the discoverer, as if they had
just come upon her standing there, a slave child unprotected.

Reformers’ descriptions of freedchildren’s development had many
precursors in fictional stories about ragged children in the nineteenth
century. There were the popular tales of street children in the fiction of
Charles Dickens, for instance, narrating the rescue and reform of the
youngest, most vulnerable members of society. The work of Dickens
and his contemporaries often reflected the nineteenth-century fascina-
tion with growth and transformation, and with an individual’s evolu-
tion. (It has even been suggested that Charles Darwin’s discussions of
transformation and metamorphosis owed much to the writings of Dick-
ens.)100 The most familiar ragged child, transformed into an upright,
hardworking young man, would be the one portrayed in Horatio Al-
ger’s Ragged Dick, first serialized in 1867. Dick first appears to the
reader in a sorry state. His pants are tattered, his shirt “looked as if it
had been worn a month,” and Dick “had no particular dislike of dirt,
and did not think it necessary to remove several dark streaks on his face
and hands.” Still, “in spite of his dirt and rags, there was something
about Dick that was attractive. It was easy to see that if he had been
clean and well dressed he would have been decidedly good-looking.”101

The rags and the dirt (by Alger’s design) were a way of measuring dis-
tance, marking Dick’s passage from street urchin to a well-dressed,
hardworking young man. That Dick “would have been decidedly good-
looking” if cleaned up foreshadows his ultimate reform.

The literature of antislavery had its own familiar ragged child (one
who preceded Ragged Dick by more than a decade) in Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s Topsy, in whom (like Dick) there was goodness beneath the
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rags. Topsy is introduced in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) as the true test
of northern civilization, a civilization embodied by the Yankee spinster
Miss Ophelia. When Topsy first appears in the story, she is a model of
the unschooled, devilish “pickaninny”: her “woolly hair” in braids that
“stuck out in every direction,” her expression a mix of “shrewdness and
cunning” veiled in “the most doleful gravity,” her clothes ragged and
dirty. As Stowe’s narrator declares, “altogether, there was something
odd and goblin-like about her appearance—something, as Miss Ophelia
afterwards said, ‘so heathenish’ as to inspire that good lady with utter
dismay.”102

Miss Ophelia is a white northern woman recently arrived in Loui-
siana living in the household of her slave-owning cousin, Augustine
St. Clare. Since Ophelia so often preached the importance of education
among the “heathen,” St. Clare presents her with Topsy, whom he de-
clares to be “a fresh-caught specimen” on which to test her ideals.
Though at first opposed to the idea, Ophelia decides that it might, in-
deed, “be a real missionary work” and so “applied her mind to her hea-
then with the best diligence she could command.” Topsy is scrubbed
down and “shorn of all the little braided tails wherein her heart had
delighted, arrayed in a clean gown, with well-starched apron,” thus
making the child, in the eyes of Ophelia, at least a bit “more Christian-
like.”103

Though Topsy is shorn of her braids, she is never transformed into a
pliant, angelic child despite Ophelia’s efforts. She steals gloves and bits
of ribbon, and takes revenge on any of the other slaves in the household
who cross her. Only Eva, St. Clare’s saintly white daughter, can disci-
pline Topsy and inspire kindness in her. As Eva begins to die, Topsy fi-
nally manifests signs of “goodness.” But in popular culture, Topsy re-
mained the picture of devilishness. Her signature phrase, recognized
well into the early twentieth century, was “I’se so wicked.”104 Ironically,
Topsy’s intransigence made her all the more useful to northerners de-
scribing their first encounters with freedchildren in the South. She re-
mained, in popular memory, the uncivilized child born of slavery, with
no mother or father to care for her, and only “speculators” to raise
her. As such, she was the perfect symbol for northern civilizing efforts.
Northerners could use Topsy, incorrigible as ever, both to justify their
presence in the South and to explain away freedchildren’s resistance to
their efforts to civilize them.

Civilizing Missions | 117



The frequent comparison of freedgirls to Topsy, in fact, was testa-
ment to the extent to which Stowe’s popular characters shaped north-
erners’ experience of the South.105 One observer at a southern hospital
(possibly in Mississippi) in 1863, for instance, wrote of her encounters
with slave children there: “People have often laughingly wondered if
‘Topsy’ was not a creature of Mrs. Stowe’s prolific fancy. Could they
have enjoyed a brief season in Corinth, I think they would scarcely have
questioned the truthfulness of the character. Topsies might be found
here by the hundred.”106 A teacher working for the American Mission-
ary Association in Savannah confessed in a letter to her sister in the
North: “I could tell you many amusing incidents of school life: we have
so many Topsys.”107 And after relaying in her letter that she planned to
take in Puss (the child in the photograph with Harriet Murray) to
“bring up,” Laura Towne described the child as “about the worst little
monkey that ever was. Topsy has nothing to her.”108

The teacher who insisted that Topsys could be found “by the hun-
dred” said that she even “had one” in her room. She described Nell, the
child in question, as “a bright, quiet little creature with a tiny round
face as black as the ace of spades.” The woman “dressed her up and
kept her about” to do errands for her, but she served as entertainment
as well. “She would dance, sing and act quite as comically as Topsy ever
did.” Nell ran into trouble, however, with one of the hospital clerks
who declared her “a perfect little imp!” The clerk and his friends en-
joyed teasing Nell (in coercive ways, given his admission that they “of-
ten got her into the store downstairs to hear her make droll remarks”).
The clerk explained that he had “got in the habit of tapping her upon
the head, pretending to be vexed, just to see her roll up her eyes at me
in her comically-deprecating way.” “Her wool is pretty thick,” he said,
“and I guess I tapped her pretty hard sometimes, relying on its soft-
ness to protect her.” Tired of such abuse, Nell got the better of him by
sticking pins beneath her kerchief with the points up, and the clerk got
a dozen of them through his hand, soon covered in blood. When the
woman (who found it all very funny) questioned Nell about why she
stowed the pins in her hair, the child replied, “Why, miss, he was allus a
spattin’ o’ me.”109

Topsy’s influence, as trickster and minstrel, extended to other “first
impressions” of freedchildren, even when Topsy herself was not di-
rectly invoked. Teacher Elizabeth Botume recalled that when she first
approached her new schoolhouse in South Carolina, “the piazza was
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crowded with children, all screaming and chattering like a flock of jays
and blackbirds in a quarrel. But as soon as they saw me they all gave a
whoop and bound and disappeared.”110 And Laura Towne remarked
upon the children she encountered when she first arrived in St. Helena,
South Carolina. She noted that they were “all very civil” despite their
“mischief.” Yet they were still the stuff of minstrel shows: “The num-
ber of little darkies tumbling about at all hours is marvellous. They
swarm on the front porch and in the front hall. If a carriage stops it is
instantly surrounded by a dozen or more wooly heads.”111 When a spe-
cial correspondent for the New York Times visited Port Royal in 1862,
he found “curly-headed picaninnies whose large rows of white, glis-
tening teeth, were only exceeded in whiteness by their rolling eyes,
swarmed on every doorstep, and could be seen piled tier above tier in
every room.” The writer could not resist using Mrs. Stowe’s character
for inspiration, too, when he saw “a swarm of happy Topseys [sic]” sit-
ting together in church.112

Such descriptions also implied that freedchildren were unsocialized by
adults. Indeed, Topsy’s devilishness, in large part, was attributed to her
lack of a mother and father to raise and love her. She had “just grow’d”
with other slave children under the supervision of an old woman and a
slave trader. Topsy’s life story was part of Stowe’s many-sided attack on
the system of chattel slavery that destroyed families and orphaned chil-
dren. But it also made Topsy a useful character in the aftermath of slav-
ery because it served to place her in the company of the mid-nineteenth
century’s ragged children.

Reformers soon recognized the utility of visual representations of
the ragged child and her redemption. In doing so, they also drew upon
other examples of “before-and-after” imagery. The idea for “metamor-
phic” or mechanical cards, on which an image could be changed by
folding and unfolding the card, dates back as far as the sixteenth cen-
tury. But the ability to mass-produce such images arrived in the nine-
teenth century. Political campaigns, haberdasheries (changing a “tramp”
in ragged clothes into a gentleman), and manufacturers of hair dye all
employed “before-and-after” tricks to sell their products.113 The makers
of patent medicines and even hospitals began to use before-and-after il-
lustrated advertisements to argue that an elixir or a particular kind of
treatment or surgery could change a person’s life. The most elaborate,
four-color before-and-after trade cards did not become widely available
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until the late 1870s. The National Surgical Institute of Philadelphia, for
instance, produced a trade card (a popular medium using three-by-five-
inch colored illustrations) featuring one child on crutches and another
child a few paces ahead casting away her crutches and standing on her
own.114 Soap advertisements in this period, too, conveyed the before-
and-after scenario with one illustration—“black” adults or children
with part of their face or arms scrubbed “white” with the advertiser’s
product.115 The mass marketing of radical transformation, then—the
notion that ailments, household chores, frailties, and defects could be
instantly alleviated or completely eradicated—was already well estab-
lished by the middle of the nineteenth century. Like the written accounts
of missionaries and fictional tales of rescued street urchins, graphic art-
ists, too, played upon the theme of transformation.

It is not clear who first employed the camera to produce “before-and-
after” images. In the 1860s, medical doctors used photography to docu-
ment the effects of amputation as well as reconstructive surgeries to
treat birth defects.116 Such photographs were useful given the camera’s
ability both to document medical conditions objectively, or scientifically,
and to record and promote (among doctors and patients) the successful
outcome of those operations. Reformers seem to have begun to use the
before-and-after photograph as a fund-raising tool around the same
time. The creator of the most well known series of photographs of rag-
ged street children changed into tidy workers was the British missionary
Dr. Thomas Barnardo, a leader in the Ragged School movement in Lon-
don. But Barnardo may have gotten the idea for his “contrast” photos
after meeting with a then relatively obscure missionary from Chicago,
Dwight Morris, who had taken a set of “before” and “after” photo-
graphs of street children at his mission in 1862.117 Both men used these
serial images to raise money and awareness for their work with poor
children. What made them so effective, as propaganda, was their appar-
ent realism, rendered through the use of photography. As documents,
they were marked by a particular kind of doubleness: the perceived real-
ity of the children’s improved appearance and the rhetoric of progress
inherent in the spectacle of transformation. Viewers could see the differ-
ence for themselves.118

Yet the use of “contrast” photographs also raised the issue of authen-
ticity or, rather, duplicity. The propaganda methods of Thomas Bar-
nardo were famously discredited in 1877, when he was accused in court
of having staged his before-and-after photographs. The mothers of
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some of his subjects came forward to object to images of their children
in tattered clothes (one mother insisted that she had sent her children to
the mission in decent clothes) or the image of a girl selling newspapers,
a job the girl had never done. Children testified that their clothes had
been torn to shreds before Barnardo photographed them. The court ar-
bitrators lamented that Barnardo had made “fictitious representations
of destitution” for the “purposes of obtaining money.” After the cases
were resolved in 1877 with Barnardo still running his mission, if less tri-
umphantly, he ceased taking propaganda photographs, only recording
children for the purposes of identification in case they ran away.119

Barnardo’s defense, in the face of all the evidence against him, was
that his “contrast” photos, if not literally true, contained a deeper truth
about the conditions of ragged children, much like the truth conveyed
in painting or literature. Barnardo was right, although perhaps in a way
he did not intend. The “contrast” pictures of ragged children were in
the tradition of popular fiction, particularly the work of writers like
Dickens and Stowe. Scholars have also written about Barnardo’s images
as reflective of evangelical, rather than literal, truths—truths based not
on fact but on inner feeling, expressing a faith in the radical transforma-
tion of the individual.120 Yet as we have seen, evangelicalism was inter-
twined with the sorts of images that Barnardo did not, and would not
have, named—advertisements for magic elixirs, patent medicines, cos-
metics, and cure-alls. Indeed, as Jackson Lears has noted about Amer-
ican advertising in this period, the preacher and the peddler were not
so far apart. Those who sold snake oil and those who praised Jesus
both conveyed messages of self-transformation and the possibility of a
changed future.121

This very same message proved central to the efforts of antislavery
reformers on behalf of former slaves. Perhaps the earliest example of
before-and-after photography to promote slave emancipation in the
South and raise money was a set of cartes-de-visite sponsored by the So-
ciety of Friends in 1864 (figures 21 and 22). Emphasizing that the chil-
dren photographed had been discovered and rescued, their portraits ap-
peared over the titles “As We Found Them” and “As They Are Now.”
A captain in the Sixth U.S. Colored Infantry named Riley rescued two
children, a brother and sister, eight and six years of age, in Virginia.
He had been sent to rescue some Union families in Matthews County.
On his return, he came upon the two children living with an elderly
slaveholder named White and five other children “in a most destitute
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condition.” The slaveholder pled poverty and begged the soldiers not to
take his chickens. The mother of the brother and sister, he claimed, was
dead. White left the slaveholder with the warning to “take care of the
little colored children, they will be free some day.” But he soon learned
from a “contraband” slave that the mother of the boy and girl had been
sold the day before and that White was a cruel master. Riley returned,
taking both the children and the chickens after admonishing him and
quoting scripture. (No mention was made of the other five children liv-
ing with White.) Riley found clothes and bedding for the brother and
sister and took them to a Quaker woman, Eliza Yates, who sent them to
the Friends Shelter for Colored Orphans in Philadelphia, something of
an American counterpart to the Ragged Schools of London.122 At the
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Figure 21. Left: “Virginia Slave Children Rescued by Colored Troops—As We
Found Them,” carte-de-visite, ca. 1864. Virginia Historical Society, Richmond,
Virginia (2001.10.1-2). Figure 22. Right: “Virginia Slave Children Rescued by
Colored Troops—As They Are Now,” carte-de-visite, ca. 1864. Virginia Histor-
ical Society, Richmond, Virginia (2001.10.1-2).
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time the children’s picture was made in Philadelphia, the Friends were
still searching for their mother.123

In the first photograph, “As We Found Them,” the children stood in
tattered clothes, the boy a bit slouched and leaning on the banister that
served as the photographer’s prop. The boy’s shirt was held round his
neck by just a button at his collar. The girl wore a torn jumper that
hung loosely. Both children had bare feet. In the second, “As They Are
Now,” the children were neatly dressed. The boy appeared in a jacket,
with a hat (on the banister), and whole, clean trousers. His sister wore a
starched polka-dot dress. They both wore shoes. The Union army had
rescued these children, but the intervention of the Society of Friends
transformed them—with soap and starch and clean linen. This kind of
before-and-after photograph of freedchildren seemed to document the
total success that Miss Ophelia never enjoyed with Topsy, rendering a
metamorphosis, a transition from past to present, slavery to freedom.
With the two pictures side by side, the transformation seemed instanta-
neous, turning the ragged little slave, the savage, into a tidy, obedient
child.124 Here was proof, in flesh and blood, shadow and substance—
“As We Found Them” and “As They Are Now”—of the potential of
freedpeople to become civilized.

The text beneath the portrait of the brother and sister authenticated
their past lives as slaves and endorsed the intervention of the Society of
Friends, using the words of the children’s mother. The text beneath “As
We Found Them” states the name of their owner, “Thomas White of
Mathew Co, Va.” and explains their rescue at the hands of Captain
Riley and with the help of the Society of Friends. Beneath the title “As
They Are Now” (the portrait of the children clean and well clad) was
printed an endorsement from the children’s mother, a woman who had
been “beaten, branded, and sold at auction because she was kind to
Union soldiers.” As she was carried away, “bound down in a cart, she
prayed ‘O! God send the Yankees to take my children away.’” Not only
were the children in need of help, but also their mother (according to
this story) pled directly to northerners to take her children under their
care. The pair of portraits, therefore, delivered to viewers the past, pres-
ent, and future of the children rescued by the Society of Friends, a story
made “real” through the photographic medium, allowing the eye to see
the children’s transformation, in elapsed time, from ragged to tidy.

But were the children rescued by Captain Riley and the Society of
Friends really “As We Found Them”? Did someone take them straight
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from the slaveholder’s yard to the photographer’s studio? Their tattered
clothes do look somewhat picturesque, as if they have been torn in even
shreds, with the little girl wearing a ripped smock over a skirt and shirt.
Did their value as subjects of propaganda really trump their need for
proper clothing? Or is it more helpful to recognize that the Society of
Friends used a bold argument of radical transformation—the spectacle
of the ragged child redeemed—to convince northern viewers that the
need for their help was urgent?

Perhaps we should take something, too, from Barnardo’s argument
about the constructed representation of a certain kind of “truth.” Thou-
sands of freedpeople, in 1864, were destitute and in need of clothes,
food, and medicine.125 Freedwomen with children who followed Federal
troops in the South were particularly vulnerable to disease and displace-
ment, since most had no official work with the Union army and were
often considered a hindrance to operations. Teachers and missionaries
in Virginia and South Carolina, in particular, where Union forces were
established by 1863, reported on the ragged and destitute conditions
of freedpeople there. In cities like Washington, D.C., shantytowns and
overcrowded tenements prompted the government and benevolent agen-
cies to look for employment for freedwomen and children elsewhere, in
northern cities.126 The war and the crowded conditions that ensued also
created thousands of orphans. According to a letter posted from Wil-
mington, North Carolina, in 1866, printed in the American Missionary,
General Sherman’s march through the South had sent twelve thousand
refugee freedpeople into the city, of whom one-third died by summer’s
end, leaving behind “crowds of young orphan children” without family,
yet the Freedmen’s Bureau had no homes for them. Evoking the notion
of ragged child directly, the letter writer explained: “Some have found
refuge in Freedmen’s families, some are staying with parties who cannot
feed them—most of them are knocking about, starving and naked—
becoming street children. You in New York know full well what that
means.”127

Another way of getting freedchildren off the streets, though it was
an avenue open only to boys, was through military service. The before-
and-after portrait of “Drummer Jackson,” a boy enlisted into the Un-
ion army at Port Hudson, Louisiana, combined the idea of the ragged
child’s reform and the potential of male slaves to serve the nation in war
(figures 23 and 24). Before-and-after portraits of slave men appeared in
Harper’s Weekly in 1864 to promote the recent enlistment in the Union
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army and to argue that, indeed, slaves could look and fight like men.
One such series featured an anonymous “escaped” slave, before his en-
listment (taken of him sitting down, artlessly looking straight ahead)
and after (standing in uniform, with backpack and canteen, leaning on
his rifle and gazing off into the distance). When the photographic por-
trait of Gordon’s “Scourged Back” was made into an illustration for
Harper’s Weekly in 1863, his before-and-after portraits (very similar in
pose to those of the unknown “escaped slave”) appeared on either side
of the picture of his heavily scarred back.128 The portrait of “Drummer
Jackson” also played upon the theme of male slave-turned-soldier. In
the first image, Jackson was dressed in a shirt so tattered it barely clung
to his frame, and he stood before the camera, hands at his side, in bare
feet. This was Jackson as a slave (or as he was found) working for the
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Figure 23. Left: Unidentified boy (“Drummer Jackson”), ca. 1864. Courtesy
The Historic New Orleans Collection, Museum/Research Center. 
Figure 24. Right: “Drummer Jackson,” carte-de-visite, ca. 1864. Courtesy 
The Historic New Orleans Collection, Museum/Research Center.
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Confederate army. Time seems to have elapsed for the second photo-
graph, in which Jackson (whose hair had grown longer and his face ful-
ler) appears in uniform as a drummer for the U.S. Colored Troops.129

Yet Drummer Jackson’s portraits also drew upon the idea of the ragged
child redeemed. While suggesting that slave boys and men could be dis-
ciplined and productive if given proper work, it also made appeals for
the rescue of vulnerable slave children in tattered clothes. This argu-
ment was furthered by the pride Jackson seemed to show through his
good posture, his uniform, and his drum.

The story of the ragged slave child rescued through the intervention
of the northern army may have had some utility for individual north-
erners who viewed themselves as rescuers. For instance, there are two
surviving photographs of a child named Paul Leveau, who appears to
have been adopted by a man named Charles Rumford, a lieutenant in
the Union army from Delaware (figures 25 and 26).130
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Figure 25. Left: Portrait of Paul Leveau, A. J. White, photographer, DeVall’s
Bluff, Arkansas, 1865. Courtesy of the Historical Society of Delaware. 
Figure 26. Right: Charles Rumford and Paul Leveau, Garrett, photographer, 
Wilmington, Delaware, ca. 1870. Courtesy of the Historical Society of Delaware.
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There is no evidence that Rumford had Paul Leveau’s portrait taken
for any public sale or display, and the circumstances of Paul’s redemp-
tion have not survived. What remain are simply two portraits of him,
the first taken in DeVall’s Bluff, Arkansas, in November 1865, when
Paul was six years old. He stood barefoot, with pants worn through
with holes. One pant leg was rolled up above the ankle, making him
look especially ragamuffin. He held his cap in his hand. His jacket was
in fair shape, if a bit long in the sleeves, looking borrowed. He stood
alone before the camera, as had the boy and girl from Virginia. The sec-
ond portrait was taken in 1870 in Wilmington, Delaware, Rumford’s
home. Rumford stood with his back to the camera, looking toward a
painted horizon in a landscape of sky and distant palm trees. Paul Le-
veau, age eleven, was kneeling on the floor, looking directly into the
camera. Was Rumford looking back to his days of military service in
the South and to the redemption of the freedboy he had brought to
Delaware? Did the portrait reflect his mastery over the boy he had re-
deemed? Whatever meaning we might take from these portraits, it is
clear that Paul Leveau was part of a story Rumford told after the
Civil War, one that was not complete without the image of the boy he
had rescued from slavery, fed, and clothed—the child he himself had
changed from ragged to tidy.

The teachers at Port Royal in South Carolina produced their own
“contrast” portraits of freedboys (figures 27 and 28). In the first of the
images, two young boys appear in tattered clothes, the youngest of
them nibbling on a piece of what looks like hardtack. Handwritten be-
neath their portrait is the word “Slaves.”131 But on closer inspection, it
appears that this photograph of ragged “slaves” was part of a series of
photographs of freedchildren, one of which (by way of contrast to
“Slaves”) was labeled “School Boys—Freed.” The freedboys pictured
stood at almost regimental attention before the camera, dressed in suits.
The portrait of “Slaves” was taken in the same studio as “School Boys”
and the portrait of Elsie and Puss. The backdrop behind the “slaves” is
the same canvas that hung behind the freedchildren and their teachers,
though the “slaves” stood in front of a different section of it. Instead of
the neat furrows of farmland in Elsie’s picture, behind the “slaves”
hung a muted, watery landscape dotted with palmettos. The rough
plank floor on which the “slaves” stood was, in the other images, cov-
ered over by a carpet. Whereas these two “slave” boys appeared in
ragged overalls and with bare feet, the freedboys were posed standing
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erect, in suits of clothes and shoes—clothes that suggested not physical
labor but book learning. The freedboys standing close together, some
with hats in hand, and all of them wearing suits, suggested the orderly,
gentlemanly behavior in which the boys were being trained. (On the
backdrop, to the right, there may be a regiment of soldiers, but it is un-
clear.) Within one space, then, with clothing and studio props, the pho-
tographer had created dutiful schoolchildren from “slaves.”

The two images, “Slaves” and “School Boys,” demonstrated for prop-
aganda purposes the results of the Penn School’s educational mission
among freedpeople. And it is in this context that most reformers’ narra-
tives of slave children transformed, appeared—that is, in the context of
schooling. As teachers, they placed particular emphasis on the relation-
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Figure 27. Left: “Slaves,” South Carolina, ca. 1866. From the Penn School Col-
lection. Permission granted by Penn Center, Inc., St. Helena, S.C. Photo 832a.
Figure 28. Right: “School Boys—Freed,” South Carolina, ca. 1866. From the
Penn School Collection. Permission granted by Penn Center, Inc., St. Helena,
S.C. Photo 832b.
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ship between education, civilization, and racial progress among the for-
mer slave population. In the writings and photographs of benevolent
societies in the South after the Civil War, the themes of education and
discipline are inextricable. As in the North, in addition to reading and
figuring, schools taught morality, hard work, and self-control, the fun-
damentals of Victorian-era Protestantism.132 When in 1864 Major Gen-
eral Nathaniel Banks created a system of Sunday schools within the De-
partment of the Gulf, he did so “for the purpose of giving greater care,
industry, and intelligence to the laboring classes of freedmen, and inspir-
ing them with a higher sense of their obligations to society, to their race,
and to all rightful authority.”133 As E. M. Wheelock, one of the leaders
of the AMA in Louisiana, remarked, “Our military expeditions do the
pioneer work of blasting the rock and felling the forest. Education fol-
lows to sow the grain and raise the golden harvest.” It was also a means
to instill the self-control and self-possession desired of workers in a free-
labor economy. Wheelock put the matter bluntly: as the “small pacific
army of teachers and civilizers” advances upon the South “the school-
house takes the place of the whipping post and scourge.”134

The role of schools as civilizing institutions was common enough in
the nineteenth century, although many northern teachers feared at times
that they had met their match with the freedchildren in their charge.
In the end, however, they would always see progress.135 A missionary
teacher named Josiah Beardsley, working in Baton Rouge, for instance,
reported that when he began his labors among the freedchildren there,
“most of them were ignorant of any restraint and the order and disci-
pline of the school-room were entirely new. In fact, we could obtain
nothing like order except by means of a severe and rigid discipline. The
dress, habits, and appearance of the scholars were far from neat and at-
tractive. Not a day passed without two or three fights among the pupils
when at their plays, and these were often severe and bloody.” Yet the
swift intervention of white northern teachers like himself, Beardsley ar-
gued, had nearly erased the brutal effects of slavery. “We are now fully
convinced that colored children can learn,” Beardsley proclaimed. “In
some ten years experience in the schools of my native state, I have never
seen greater advancement in the same time.”136

Indeed, the most difficult tasks, in the view of missionaries, were not
intellectual but rather disciplinary and moral. “It must be admitted,”
Beardsley added, “[the children] are prone to deceive and pilfer, but per-
haps no more so than any people would be after such a manner of life.
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To deceive and to pilfer have been a part of their education. By means
of the one they have often escaped the lash of a cruel master, and by the
other they have sometimes been able to satisfy the pang of hunger.”137

Another missionary teaching in New Orleans remarked of the freedchil-
dren in his charge that “most of them are quite as smart as white chil-
dren, but perhaps [one] cannot judge on so short a trial.” There were
some “exceptions,” however, and “a few seem nearly as degraded as the
brute creation . . . .Stealing prevails to an alarming extent. I feel that
nothing but the interposition of Omnipotence can check it. It is beyond
all human control.” By the end of the month, however, the children had
advanced so well in their studies that the same teacher was “puzzled,
not knowing how much of their apparent progress to attribute to my
having become accustomed to their oddities. I can see decided improve-
ment not only in prompt obedience and order, but also intellectually
and morally.”138

Proof of success, however, was closely tied to the improved physical
appearance of students. Nineteenth-century accounts of charitable cases
depended upon descriptions of the body and its poor appearance to
lend authenticity both to the objects of their charity and to the stories
they told about them.139 In the case of street children and freedchildren,
description of their ragged appearance and its subsequent improvement
lent authenticity to benevolent societies’ civilizing mission. In an arti-
cle reprinted in the American Missionary the writer recounted a visit
to Beaufort, South Carolina, for a Sunday school meeting. “ ‘One year
ago,’ said a high military officer to the writer, ‘they were all in rags, that
is to say those that had rags.’ Now they were all neatly dressed, walked
in regular procession, sat with perfect decorum.”140 A visitor to a freed-
men’s school in Vicksburg writing to Harper’s Weekly in 1866, was im-
pressed, as well, by the tidy appearance of the pupils. “One of the most
noticeable features of these schools for freedmen is the cleanliness and
good clothing of a majority of the scholars. Of course, there are ragged
and rough specimens, but these are not the rule.” The neat appearance
of the pupils (“from the grandma down to the infant”) convinced him
of the eminent success of emancipation. “It is one of the many evidences
I have found in Mississippi of the general well-being of the negroes, and
their capacity to take care of themselves.”141

This change in appearance probably had more to do with freedpeo-
ple’s newfound autonomy and their desire to wear (and to dress their
children in) what they wanted, clothes paid for with the wages they had
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earned.142 But reformers nonetheless read the change in appearance of
their pupils as a sign of both moral progress and their own success as
educators. Northern observers also chose to see improved dress and
overall appearance as evidence of former slaves’ potential as human
beings, and proof of their lack of inferiority based on race. An AMA
teacher in Florida summed up the sentiments of many: “I could not help
thinking it is not the color of their skin that makes any one degraded,
but their habits. If people are crushed down all their lives by the heel of
oppression, can we expect them to rise all of a sudden & be a bright in-
telligent class of community, without even the dust of their past condi-
tions clinging to them? A great many of them do shake it off & get up
brighter than would be expected. The jewels are here, & we have an in-
teresting work to polish them up for this world, & I hope, for the world
to come.”143

The teacher’s choice of metaphors is telling—the “dust of their past
conditions” and the earnest work required in order to “polish them up”
—because they are metaphors of domesticity and cleanliness, metaphors
that will become ever more prominent over the second half of the nine-
teenth century in the writings of reformers and advertisers alike. By the
late nineteenth century, following slave emancipation in the U.S. South
and the spread of European and U.S. imperialism, civilization’s progress
became a consumer spectacle, told through images of domestic cleanli-
ness—most prominently with soap advertisements. In representations of
domestic rituals, according to Anne McClintock, “animals, women, and
colonized people,” and, I would add, in particular, children, were trans-
formed in spectacles of Victorians’ devising. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the mass marketing of late Victorian imperialism, according to
McClintock, would “distribute evolutionary racism on a hitherto unim-
agined scale.”144

Such “evolutionary racism”—where black skin, scrubbed white in
advertisements, was a symbol of the imperial mission—was not preva-
lent in post–Civil War accounts. Most appeals for benevolence toward
the freed population were appeals for the “progress” of the black race.
Indeed, most teachers failed to find any connection between skin color
and intellectual ability. Teachers making observations about skin color
and intellect usually admitted that they could find nothing to suggest
that black children were less intelligent than white children or non-
white children of lighter skin. The American Missionary Association, on
a standard report form, asked its teachers whether they could detect any
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difference between “mulatto” children and black children in terms of
ability. Many respondents who wrote of their earliest experiences with
freedchildren in the classroom found that skin color was not an indica-
tor of a child’s intellectual ability. A teacher in Norfolk, Virginia, wrote
that among the children in his charge “very few are pure blacks, but
color is no criterion of excellence. The boy of the ebony face learns just
as well as his classmate with a complexion nearly as light as the little
ones I used to see in [northern] Industrial Schools.”145 In the reports
from teachers working for the AMA in Louisiana, in answer to the
question of whether mulattoes excelled, many respondents wrote sim-
ply, “No.” For most who worked with freedchildren and those who
promoted benevolent work in the South, the shades of skin color soon
became largely irrelevant.146 Progress was measured not biologically, on
a scale from African to Anglo-Saxon, but in the effectiveness of the edu-
cation brought to the freed population, as it had been brought to Africa
and the streets of London and would be taken, as well, to the Native
Americans in the West.

Rather than a progression toward Anglo-Saxonism read on the skin,
reformers saw the education of freedchildren as the march of the black
race as a whole toward civilization. Consider, for instance, the obser-
vations of a representative of the American Missionary Association in
Louisiana. The Reverend E. H. Alden claimed to have witnessed the
evolution of freedchildren from savage to civilized. It was not a nat-
ural process, however, but rather a transformation driven by the arrival
of northern benevolence. After visiting a school for freedchildren in
New Orleans, Alden described the freedchildren as moving through the
stages of mankind. “I feel more and more interested in these poor col-
ored people and am daily forgetting that they are black,” he wrote.
Looking over his classroom, he saw “children in all stages of progress
from those taken from the cotton press where the officers of the Red
River expedition left them in all their savage wildness and ignorance
which a barbaric master has produced, to those who have learned to
read and write and understand the rudiments of Geography and Arith-
metic, and Grammar and are daily manifesting deep wells of affection
and love, good taste and judgment and a keen intellect.”147

Alden’s letter bears the stamp of nineteenth-century recapitulation
theory, that is, that the child in its development reenacts the evolu-
tion of the species. The evolutionary transformation of the children
from “savage wildness” to “good taste and judgment” seems to have
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been, in Alden’s view, also an evolution away from blackness (or at
least toward his “forgetting” about their blackness) and toward civiliza-
tion. Yet it was education, in Alden’s telling, that rescued freedchildren
from “savage wildness” and even from blackness. Through the study of
geography, arithmetic, and grammar, Alden claimed, they were trans-
formed into humans (rather than black people or savages) with taste
and judgment.148 Another missionary in Louisiana saw a similar pro-
gression away from savagery in freedchildren’s rapid advancement from
simple letters to arithmetic. “The country schools are prosperous and
thronged,” he reported, “and although they have been in being but a
few months, they are rapidly demonstrating the capacity of the African
to receive our civilization. Children who eight weeks ago were begin-
ning the alphabet, are now reading in First Readers, and solving with
facility problems in the primary rules of arithmetic.”149

Because of their capacity for rapid progress, many reformers pinned
hopes upon freedchildren most of all. Edward Philbrick wrote from
South Carolina in 1862 that he did not have much faith in changing
adult freedpeople into free laborers, and only through the help of the
schools would there be a new black working class. “I do not believe
much can be made out of this generation by free labor, nor out of the
next without teaching them to read, and am sorry so little has been
done in the teaching department.”150 A schoolteacher in Florida, too,
looked to the next generation. Most of the freedpeople near her school
in Jacksonville were “so filthy in their habits, have always been driven
almost to death with work and all the time they had from work, which
was very little, they took for rest; and can we expect them to go sud-
denly from that manner of life and become neat thrifty housekeepers?
It will take time; perhaps till the next generation. I think they do as well
—perhaps better—than any other class of people under the same cir-
cumstances.”151

There was also another kind of before-and-after narrative, told visu-
ally, with which we are already somewhat familiar. In the portrait of
Elsie and Puss with Harriet Murray, viewers could watch civilization ar-
rive as the children and their teacher focused on the book at the center
of the image. The presence of the book in Murray’s lap suggested, in a
more subtle way than “As We Found Them” and “As They Are Now,”
the transformation of freedchildren from ragged to civilized. Along with
Miss Harriet Murray, other teachers at the Penn School posed for por-
traits with their students. Laura Towne, who directed the Penn School,
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appeared in a portrait with her students Amoretta, Dick, and Maria
(figure 29). Towne sent a letter to a friend in March 1866, beginning
with: “I send the enclosed picture of me with three of my pets.”152 The
girls in the photograph, Maria Wyne and Amoretta, Towne described as
“bright”; Amoretta was “as sharp as a needle,” and Maria was good at
math, although she was “very dull and slow” in reading. Amoretta,
wearing a white head kerchief, was a candidate for baptism, what the
Gullah people on the South Carolina coast called a “seeker.”153 Towne
described Dick, however, as her “right hand man, who is full of impor-
tance, but has traveled and feels as if he had seen the world. He is in-
corrigibly slow and stupid about learning, but reads bunglingly in the
Testament, does multiplication sums on the slate, and can write a letter
after a fashion.”154 Dick, in Towne’s representation, was more a trusted
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Figure 29. Left: Portrait of Laura M. Towne with students Dick, Maria, and
Amoretta, South Carolina, ca. 1866. From the Penn School Collection. 
Permission granted by Penn Center, Inc., St. Helena, S.C. Photo 819.
Figure 30. Right: Portrait of freedchildren with teacher, ca. 1864. Friends 
Historical Library of Swarthmore College.
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servant struggling to learn his letters than a young scholar. Whereas the
girls were considered clever and promising, in her characterization of
Dick, Towne seemed to have already placed him in her service.

Despite Towne’s doubts about Dick as a student, it was the book that
held the group together. Towne seems almost aggressive in her insistence
that the children pay attention to the book in her hand. Her pose is sug-
gestive not just of learning but of submission, of discipline. Another
group portrait, produced by the Society of Friends, makes Towne’s
point even more emphatically (figure 30). Instead of a pair of “con-
trast” portraits or a single group portrait, this image was constructed as
a tableau, a scene that all at once, from beginning to end, told the story
of the redeemed slave child. A schoolteacher with great, long skirts sat
holding a book open in her lap, directly in front of a kneeling black
child in bare feet and a plain dress. The ragged child was facing civiliza-
tion in the form of a book and a white woman. On either side of the
woman stand two girls in polka-dot print dresses. These girls have al-
ready learned to read the book, have already been welcomed into civi-
lization. While the smaller of the two holds the teacher’s hand, the taller
girl points to the book with one hand while propping a basket on her
head with the other. Learning to read and cipher, her pointed finger
seems to argue, will make you like me: a clean, competent worker. In
this story of civilization, as with the others, written and visual, clean,
proper clothes and good posture were evidence of an inner transforma-
tion. This image, though, is both the most explicit and the most succinct
about northern reformers’ visions for the future of freedpeople in the
South. With the civilizing mission, the bourgeois ideals of industrial so-
ciety could be imposed upon the young bodies of black children, thus
demonstrating for northern audiences their pliability and promise as
free laborers rather than slaves.

There were other, rather disturbing manifestations of this desire to
transform young slaves into free laborers. There is evidence that white
northerners in the North applied to the Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiana
and to missionaries in South Carolina to have black children sent to
them. It was not unusual in the nineteenth century for working-class
children and poor orphans to be “apprenticed” to employers in ex-
change for food and shelter. Although ripe for abuse, such apprentice-
ship was designed to keep children off the streets.155 The system, admin-
istered by local courts, had a sinister underside (as we will see in the
next chapter) for people of color, free and freed, in the antebellum and
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postbellum South. But in many cases where northerners sought black
child labor after the Civil War, the arrangements were not proposed as
formal apprenticeships but, rather, as a means of employment for freed-
children from the South (only some of them orphans or children already
separated from their families). Indeed, the evidence from northern mis-
sionaries and reformers, of black children being placed with white fami-
lies in the North, suggests that southerners were not the only ones who
knew cheap labor when they saw it. It is unclear how many freedchil-
dren might have gone to the North through such arrangements. Most,
of course, did not. Yet given what we know of reformers’ campaigns
to market the civilizing of the freed black child, their efforts to secure
individual children for northern employers seem a logical, if extreme,
edge of their philosophy.

In addition to her duties as schoolteacher in South Carolina, for in-
stance, Laura Towne also took on the task of finding black children to
send to her friends in the North. To one friend she wrote: “I wish you
could have the comfort the Heacocks have in the little darkies they sent
North. The two young girls are strong and able to do pretty much all
the work of the house.” She explained that the girls worked without
wages “but are to have the privilege of schooling” (a privilege they had
in South Carolina, too). Even more revealing, Towne declared that “the
experiment” (referring to the Heacocks’ young workers) “has been a
perfect success, and every few weeks some one sends to them for an-
other girl or boy, and all have given satisfaction so far.”156 A boy named
Pompey Jenkins, about nine years old, whom Towne referred to as “my
little oaf,” was swept up in her plans as well. Pompey had suffered mis-
treatment at the hands of a man who had taken him from the orphan
asylum in Charleston to “mind child,” and Towne had considered send-
ing him back to the asylum but feared he would suffer a similar fate
again. In a letter to a friend, she wrote, “Doesn’t Mr. Thompson want
such a little boy? Tell him this boy is about ten, is black as coal, hearty
and strong.” Towne recounted that Mrs. Thompson had spoken to her
“about bringing a child North” and hoped that she would consider
Pompey. “I will bring him North when I come, without expense to
her.”157 In another letter sent north, Towne again seemed to be filling
orders for children. But the aunt of the child in question was unwilling
to send him to the North to work. “About your boy, I can’t get my
choice—Evans,” Towne wrote to a friend. “His aunt won’t let him
come for even ten dollars a year. I am in some doubt about Solomon be-
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ing useful. I fear he has been a pet; but there is no hurry, and I am look-
ing round, and, as Solomon is in school every day, I am judging of his
capacity by little trials.”158

Towne was not the only white northerner endeavoring to place freed-
children in northern households as workers. Like Towne, an AMA
teacher in Georgia named Rebecca Craighead, enthusiastically sought
to accommodate her friends in Ohio who “want[ed] girls.” Craighead
had been appointed the matron of the AMA orphanage in Atlanta and
did her best to keep freedpeople from interfering with her placement
of freedchildren in white homes, in essence, making orphans of them
despite protests from their kin. “My idea is that they have no fur-
ther claim upon them, and that we have a right to find homes for such,
just as much as though they had no relatives.”159 Craighead placed out
as many children as she could—by one count, as many as eighty-five
children at one time—and was eventually censured by her superiors at
the AMA.160

Some in the North, however, appealed directly to the Freedmen’s Bu-
reau for freedchildren. A Mr. John F. Maxfield of New York wrote to
Louisiana’s superintendent of freedmen, Reverend T. W. Conway, re-
questing that a “col’d girl” be sent to him, for whom he would furnish
the transportation costs. At the bottom of his letter (signed “Your Bro
in Christ”) he included a postscript, a description not unlike that of a
slaveholder in search of a new servant: “I want a col’d girl say 10 years
old if possible one that is smart-looking and large enough to wash
dishes.” Maxfield was not only specifying a particular kind of worker;
he also went further to request that her appearance be to his liking.161

Another man from New York, apparently a personal friend of Con-
way’s, also made application on Maxfield’s behalf, stating that Maxfield
“is desirous of obtaining a colored girl to take into his family as we
have Mary,” suggesting that he, too, had been able to secure custody of
a freedgirl. He even suggested a girl named Cecilia, whom he apparently
encountered on a visit to Conway’s house in Louisiana.162 He assured
Conway that the child “would have a good home in Mr. Maxfield’s
family,” though he failed to mention the duties of dishwasher. Such pro-
posals illuminate the extent to which black children after emancipation
were still vulnerable to being valued and even marketed according to
their capacity to labor. Northerners’ descriptions of freedchildren, in
words terribly close to the language of the slave market—Pompey as
“black as coal, hearty and strong,” or a girl “smart-looking and large
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enough to wash dishes”—reinforced the idea that their bodies were be-
ing acquired as well as their labor.

According to Harper’s Weekly, there was a demand for the labor of
freedchildren, or at least an enthusiasm for placing out black “or-
phans.” The magazine ran a story titled “Southern Emigrants” in 1867,
featuring the Freedmen’s Bureau’s “Employment Agency” (a unit estab-
lished under General Otis Howard in Washington, D.C., intended to
lessen the crowded conditions among freedpeople who had migrated
into the city from the South).163 The government agency collaborated
with private agencies and societies so that “the negroes are induced to
come North as house-servants and field laborers.” In the same article,
the writer announced that the colored orphan asylum at Charleston was
full of children and that “Miss Chloe Merrick of Syracuse, New York,”
had opened a similar asylum in the former home of the rebel General
Finnigan, at Fernandina, Florida. “Each of these ladies furnish North-
ern people with these young colored children as servants upon applica-
tion, and our citizens in want of such, or anxious to find worthy objects
of sympathy and charity, are advised to apply direct to these ladies.”164

The writer thus left open the possibility that while some might seek a
cheap source of labor among orphaned freedchildren, others might
reach out to former slave children out of “sympathy and charity.”

Orphaned freedchildren or children who had been left in orphan asy-
lums until their families could care for them were the primary objects of
northern reformers’ attentions in campaigns for sending freedchildren to
the North. Laura Haviland, working for the Freedmen’s Aid Commis-
sion, passed through Missouri in 1865, gathering orphaned and destitute
children, along with a few mothers and grandmothers, all to be taken to
an orphanage in Michigan. According to Haviland, while waiting with
her group at a train depot, “various remarks were made as to what I was
going to do with all this company.” She overheard one man speculate
that she had “a big plantation to stock with a picked set of young nig-
gers, she’s going to train to her own liking.” When asked of her purpose,
she replied with a story of discovery and rescue, explaining that she was
taking orphan children “who have been picked up on the streets, and
out of freedmen’s homes,” to an orphanage in Michigan. “They will be
sent to school until good homes can be secured for them, where they will
be taught habits of industry, as well as to improve their intellects. We of
the North think they can learn, if an opportunity is provided.”165 An-
other bystander, “who had a large number of slaves,” told her they
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would be better off with her, going north, since it “would be a right
smart of a while before it’ll be settled here to have schools for ’em.”166

If some northern reformers thought they were helping freedchildren
by sending them north, the outcome of these experiments was often
uncertain. Catherine Lawrence, for instance, who had “discovered” and
adopted Fanny Lawrence, placed Fanny’s two sisters in northern house-
holds with the understanding that the girls would be well cared for and
educated. When Lawrence returned later to see the girls, however, she
found to her dismay that both had been put to work as domestic ser-
vants for the families who had agreed to adopt them and had not re-
ceived the promised schooling.167 Towne, in her letters at least, did not
pretend to send children north for any other purpose, mainly, than to
fill the labor needs of her friends. If the freedchild represented, for
northerners, the future of the South—the ragged child redeemed—she
also represented the working-class future of black people. As we will see
in the next chapter, children who were sent to the North with the aid of
reformers were sometimes sent without the permission of parents or
guardians, who then filed fervent complaints with the government to
have their children returned.

It was not long, however, before benevolent societies would turn
their attentions away from the freedchildren in the South. As early as
1867, societies that needed private funding to continue their work were
already aware of the northern public’s waning enthusiasm for charitable
contributions to benefit freedpeople. That year, a leader of the Friends
Freedmen’s Association requested their teachers in the South to enlist
the help of the freedmen themselves to raise money, as “the zeal of the
Northern people is beginning to flag perceptively.”168 Public support of
government aid, too, was declining. In his final report as the Freedmen’s
Bureau’s superintendent for education, in 1870, John W. Alvord, pre-
dicted: “Education associations, unaided by Government, will of neces-
sity largely fall off. The states South, as a whole, awake but slowly to
the elevation of their lower classes. No one of them is fully prepared
with funds, buildings, teachers, and actual organizations to sustain
these schools.” Without support for their education, Alvord foresaw
the creation of ragged children in the South. With reports of hundreds
of schools closing for lack of funds, they were “sending thousands of
children, who beg for continued instruction, to the streets, or what is
far worse, to squalid degraded homes, to grow up not as props and pil-
lars of society, but its pests.”169
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A letter from Quaker reformer Lucretia Mott begins to explain the
shift in attention away from the plight of the South’s freedpeople, even
among those engaged in benevolent and missionary activities. Express-
ing frustration with fund-raising efforts, she wrote in 1869: “The claims
of the Indians—so long injured & cheated & wronged in so many
ways, seem now, with many of our Friends, to take the place of the
Freedmen, so that we can hardly collect money eno’ to pay our 8 or 10
teachers [in the] South.” Mott would later report, too, that donations
for freedpeople in the South were slow in coming because people
thought the government would pay the bills if private money did not.170

Mott’s fears about the shifting attentions of her fellow reformers, and
those of her government, were not unfounded. In 1877, the political
compromise that put a Republican in the White House also withdrew
Federal troops from the South, leaving the freed black population to
fend for itself against a swell of white supremacy. Meanwhile, in the
twenty years following the Civil War (and as a result of the last Indian
wars), the destitute Native American population had been confined to
reservations in the West. Reformers and missionaries, concerned that
reservations only reinforced the old “Indian ways,” began to focus re-
newed energy on civilizing the Native American population and aiding
its assimilation into American society, with particular attention and re-
sources devoted to the education of Native American children. Reform-
ers were not the only ones directing resources toward the assimilation
of Native Americans. With the Dawes Act in 1887, the federal govern-
ment had begun to break up the reservation system in favor of private
property in the form of individual landholdings, in an effort to teach the
Indians the fundamentals of capitalism. And by 1891, attendance at
government-sponsored reservation schools was mandatory.171

In their propaganda campaign for the assimilation of the American
Indian, however, reformers seem to have drawn upon earlier campaigns
for inspiration, particularly regarding representations of the Native
American child. The children attending the Indian Industrial Training
School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, established in 1879 by Richard Henry
Pratt, were the subjects of some of the most familiar images of Native
Americans in the nineteenth century.172 The Carlisle photographs ap-
peared in sets of two, such as the portraits of Chiricahua Apaches taken
upon their arrival at Carlisle from Fort Marion, Florida, in 1886 (fig-
ures 31 and 32). (After the surrender of the Chiricahua Apaches fighting
with Geronimo that year, the rest of the Chiricahua tribe had been sent
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Figure 31. Top, “Chiricahua Apaches as They Arrived,” 1886, J. N.
Choate, photographer. Denver Public Library, Western History Collec-
tion, no. 32903. Figure 32. Bottom, “Chiricahua Apaches as four
months later,” 1886, J. N. Choate, photographer. Denver Public Library,
Western History Collection, no. 32904.
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by train to Florida and housed in a decrepit military fort.) The children
in the photographs had been sent to Pennsylvania, where they were to
learn “civilized” American ways, at a far remove from the supposedly
uncivilized, un-Christian practices of their people. Pratt used the photo-
graphs, taken by photographer John Nicholas Choate, as proof of his
successes at the Carlisle Institute.173 The viewer first sees the children on
their arrival, dirty and disheveled, some in traditional dress, others in
rumpled, secondhand jackets and pants, several of them barefoot. In the
second frame, the same children appeared again, a few months later, in
a portrait studio, posed standing and seated. The boys had dressed in
tailored suits, and the girls wore neat blouses and trim skirts with pleats
along the bottom.

There were many other such portraits made, and reproduced, of Na-
tive American children in the late nineteenth century, often accompa-
nied by the same convictions about the civilizing of a “savage” race that
accompanied the northern reform efforts in the postbellum South. (For
Native Americans, one reformer declared, “We need to awaken in him
wants.” It was necessary “to get the Indian out of the blanket and into
trousers—and trousers with a pocket in them, and with a pocket that
aches to be filled with dollars!”) Pratt himself argued that savagery was
a product of cultural learning, not a condition natural to Native Ameri-
cans as a race, and that the habits of industry and discipline could be
taught to Indian children, just as to white children.174 The rhetorical
and visual similarities between efforts to reform freedchildren and as-
similate Native American children (like those between street children,
African children, and freedchildren) are striking. But perhaps most im-
portant, they help to explain reformers’ visions of freedom for the
South as part of a longer and wider story of “savagery” and “civiliza-
tion” in the nineteenth century, a story that the portrait of Harriet Mur-
ray, Elsie, and Puss begins to tell.
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Labor
Tillie Bell’s Song

“I am the mother of a woman Dina who is now dead. My
Daughter Dina had a child by the name of Porter.” This is how Cyntha
Nickols began her appeal, in 1867, to the assistant commissioner of the
Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiana, hoping that he might help her retrieve
her grandson from the man who had once owned her. “I am a Colored
woman former slave of a Mr Sandy Spears of the parish of East Feli-
ciana La.,” she explained. Porter, “now about Eleven years of age,” had
been bound to Spears under an apprenticeship, a labor contract that
would leave the boy under Spears’s control until he became an adult,
without her consent. Apparently unable to convince the local bureau
agent to help her, she directed her plea to his superiors, choosing her
words carefully. “I do not wish to wrongfully interfere with the arrange-
ment of those who are endeavoring to properly control us black peo-
ple,” Nickols explained with pointed deference to the bureau’s author-
ity. “I feel confident that they are doing the best they can for us and our
present condition—but I am the Grandmother of Porter—his father An-
drew is now and has been for sometime a soldier in the army of the U.S.
he is I am told some where in California I do not know only that he is
not here to see to the interest of his child I am not by any means satis-
fied with the present arrangement made for my Grand Child Porter.”
She had known Mr. Spears “for many years” and would write “nothing
of his faults but I have the means of educating my Grand Child of doing
good part by him.” Porter’s uncle “lately discharged from the army of
the U.S.” would be able to help care for Porter. “We want him we do
not think Mr. Spears a suitable person to control this boy.”

Nickols placed before the bureau every available qualification for her
guardianship of Porter: her blood kinship, her ability to provide for his
education, and the military service of his father and uncle. She also ar-
gued that Spears was unfit: Spears was “very old and infirm,” and “for
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many years addicted to the use of ardent spirits. This fact I do not like
to mention but truth requires me to speak now is there no chance to
get my little boy the agent of this place will not listen to me,” she ex-
plained, “and I am required to call [on] you or I must let my Grand-
Child go, which greatly grieves me.” Nickols closed with another plea,
signing her letter: “Truly yours a poor old black woman.”1

An apprenticeship contract would have placed a child such as Porter
in service to a master usually until the age of eighteen (or fifteen, if the
child were a girl) with stipulations that the child learn a trade or skill,
be fed and clothed, and receive some schooling.2 (The latter part of such
agreements made it imperative for freedpeople like Nickols, contesting
such arrangements, to prove that they could provide for the children’s
education.) Although apprenticeship had been in practice before the
Civil War, often used as a means to secure shelter and support for or-
phaned children, it was seized upon by former slaveholders like Spears
just after the Civil War as a way to hold on to the children of their
freed slaves, often regardless of whether the parents were living or dead,
and with little consideration for extended family members like Cyntha
Nickols. Bureau agents, too, favored apprenticeship as a way to shelter
and feed destitute freedchildren whose parents were not present to care
for them. Freedpeople could voluntarily apprentice their children, and
some did. But more often than not, even in cases of parental or familial
consent, the meaning and purpose of contracts like these were subject
to considerable, sometimes violent debate between freedpeople, former
owners, and bureau agents.

The local agent, James DeGrey, offering his opinion of the case in an
endorsement to Nickols’s letter, reported that Sandy Spears was indeed
“Old.—but not infirm” and “addicted to ardent Spirits, but not more
so than the most of men in the Parish.” “The boy Porter is ten (10)
years of age,” DeGrey wrote, putting a finer point on the age Porter’s
grandmother had given, seeming to undermine her claim to the boy.
“He (Spears) raised him from a child. My belief is that the old lady
wants the boy because he is now able to do Some work.” While DeGrey
accused Porter’s grandmother of pure economic interest in the boy,
he painted Spears—the former slaveholder—as the parental figure in
Porter’s life. It was Spears, he wrote, who had “raised” Porter, a point
Spears must have made to DeGrey when the agent investigated the case.
The characterization of Spears as the boy’s true guardian and caretaker
was not only in the interest of the former slaveholder, but of the bureau
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as well, since leaving the boy with Spears would keep him in a labor
contract for the next eight years. Despite his support of Spears, how-
ever, DeGrey also understood, almost despite himself, the strength of
freedpeople’s suspicions regarding apprenticeship and the active role of
extended family in the lives of freedchildren. At the close of his endorse-
ment to the letter he wrote: “The binding out of children Seems to the
freedmen like putting them back into Slavery—In every case where I
have bound out children thus far Some Grandmother or fortieth cousin
has come to have them released.”3

The most pressing economic problem in the South after emanci-
pation, as many historians have noted, was what kind of labor sys-
tem would replace chattel slavery. The process of slave emancipation
throughout the Americas in the nineteenth century was fueled by ar-
guments, both ideological and material, about who would define the
“free” in free labor and how that would translate into profit and loss,
wages and shares, or sustenance and want. Planters in the southern
United States, in fact, would not be alone in trying to use the children
of their slaves, or former slaves, to avoid disruptions to the plantation
labor system. In 1834, the British parliament freed all children under six
in Britain’s Caribbean colonies while keeping their parents in an interim
“apprenticeship” system until 1838 (in the British context, apprentice-
ship was a transitional system between slave labor and wage labor),
with the expectation that parents would choose to apprentice their chil-
dren to work on the same plantation. In many cases, however, parents
chose to send their children away from the plantation to live with other
relatives, or at least to keep them free from the toil of plantation labor
and engaged in household gardening, attending school, or learning a
trade.4 And in 1870 and 1871, authorities in Cuba and Brazil, respec-
tively, made emancipation a gradual process through laws that freed-
children but not their parents. Few slaves were truly freed by such laws,
since freeborn children in both places (classed as libertos in Cuba and
ingênuos in Brazil) remained with and continued to labor on planta-
tions alongside their slave parents, as if their status had not changed.5

As a result of the Civil War, however, slave emancipation in the United
States was immediate rather than gradual, leaving slaveholders to de-
velop their own impromptu means of slowing the dissolution of their la-
bor force. Seizing on the most vulnerable members of the former slave
population, planters in the U.S. South did the reverse of their counter-
parts in Jamaica, Cuba, and Brazil: unable to slow the emancipation of

Labor | 145



adult slaves, they legally bound freedchildren through apprenticeship
contracts in an effort to guarantee themselves several more years of la-
bor that was not free.

If struggles over control of freedchildren and their labor after the
Civil War became debates over the future of labor in the South, how-
ever, they were also disputes about the autonomy of black households
and the authority of black adults to control their own offspring. Under
slavery, black parents and relatives often had to watch as slaveholders
directed, punished, and otherwise controlled the fate of their children.
The awful recollection of Caroline Hunter, a former slave interviewed
in 1937, is often quoted regarding this aspect of slavery because she
so plainly expressed her mother’s agony: “During slavery it seemed lak
yo’ chillun b’long to ev’ybody but you. Many a day my old mamma
has stood by an’ watched massa beat her chillun ’till dey bled an’ she
couldn’ open her mouth.”6 After emancipation, freedpeople demanded
the legal right to raise their own children and, in so doing, also de-
manded the right to sustain their own households. Deprived of the la-
bor of children, freed black households suffered.7 As a white Unionist in
Maryland named Joseph Hall observed in a letter to the bureau, freed-
people “can and would do very well if they Can have what they ought
to have. that is to get there children un bound. or restored to them and
have the privilege of hireing them or working them themselves. in order
that they can help now to surport there parents in order that they may
not be come a burthen opon the government.”8 Former slaveholders,
however, were not so ready to relinquish power over the raising of
freedchildren precisely because it meant the erosion of the households
they once controlled—households that, until the war, had structured the
lives and labors of blacks as well as whites.9

In addition to facing down her former owner over the right to raise
her grandchild, however, Cyntha Nickols also had to appeal to the
federal government, in the form of the Freedmen’s Bureau, which was
charged with promoting the successful transition to free labor in the
South. In practice, as James DeGrey’s position between Cyntha Nickols
and Mr. Spears illustrates, often the bureau’s most contentious role was
as an intermediary between former slaveholders and freedpeople. The
bureau’s overarching concern in governing these disputes was to keep
agricultural production in the South from faltering by encouraging the
signing of labor contracts. But as many a bureau agent discovered, the
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signing of a labor contract in the postbellum South was not a purely
economic transaction.

Negotiations and disputes over contracts—particularly disputes over
the apprenticeship of freedchildren—were not just about “the meaning
of freedom,” a phrase that perhaps does not go far enough to convey
what was at stake in the often bitter struggles between freedpeople and
former slaveholders after slavery. Rather, they were disputes over power
in the postbellum South, as expressed in the reconfiguration of black
and white households after slavery, disputes that could take violent
form.10 The labor and apprenticeship of freedchildren, however, in the
brief period that marked the end of slavery and the beginnings of a free
labor system in the South, sparked particularly explicit debates over
power and autonomy because they straddled the most fundamental
institutions of southern society: the household and the market. The
boundaries of each had to be renegotiated after slavery, as freedpeople
tried to void the claims of former slaveholders over their families and
their labor, and many former slaveholders tried to retain what control
they could over their former slaves. Because of freedchildren’s necessary
attachment to a household (someone had to raise them) combined with
their immediate and anticipated value as workers, contests over freed-
children became very explicit debates about the social and economic fu-
ture of blacks in the South, debates that fused the language of family
and contract, of domestic relations and the marketplace.

The organizing principle of the antebellum South—in social, legal,
and political terms—was the white patriarchal household, a domestic
and economic arrangement that derived its power from the dependency
and labor of women and slaves.11 It is not surprising, then, that for-
mer slaveholders’ arguments to retain control over freedchildren were
often voiced in the seemingly intimate but easily appropriated language
of family. The ideology of slaveholder paternalism—based on the no-
tion that southern slaveholders were good to their slaves because their
slaves depended upon them, as children upon a father—became part of
a testimonial to their concern for the freedchild’s best interest. Indeed,
very often the justification offered by former slaveholders for retain-
ing freedchildren was that they had “raised” the children from infancy.
Just as before the war, however, this was an ideology that failed to con-
ceal their economic interest in the people they once owned. Mr. Spears
“raised” the child Porter, but he contracted for his labor until he was
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grown. In fact, Spears seems to have bound Porter to him in 1867, when
he was ten or eleven, not in 1865, at the close of the war. He opted to
legally support the child, through contract, only after he reached a more
productive working age.

DeGrey’s criticism of Cyntha Nickols for wanting Porter’s labor,
however, also had truth in it. Children’s economic value as workers was
an understood part of their role as members of freed households. As
contributors to the family economy, children often made it possible for
freed families to separate themselves from the claims of former owners
and sustain independent households. After emancipation, most freed-
people remained in rural areas of the South, working parcels of planta-
tion land for a share of the crop or for wages and rations. But they also
grew their own food for sustenance and marketing. The labor of freed-
children, both for the plantation owner and for their families, was criti-
cal to the survival of most freedpeople’s households. In addition to
bringing in earnings as field hands or house servants (labor contracts
frequently carried the names of children), they fed the family’s livestock,
sold produce at the market, tended younger children, hunted game,
sewed clothes, and cleaned house.12

It is not clear where Porter lived before Nickols approached the bu-
reau, but DeGrey’s assessment that “the old lady wants the boy because
he is now able to do Some work” suggests that Porter may have been
living with Spears. If so, then Porter’s predicament also may document a
strategy used by many freedpeople, particularly freedwomen: they left
their children in the household of former owners (where they would re-
ceive food and shelter in exchange for small household duties) until the
women could support themselves and their children. In Porter’s case,
Nickols might have been able to support her grandson only once he was
able to contribute economically to the household. At the very least,
Nickols did not want Porter to be bound over to Spears until he was
grown—an arrangement that would deprive her of her grandson and
his labor for years. She would not be able to take him from Spears’s
place, nor would she be able to hire him out, as the white Unionist
from Maryland astutely pointed out. Despite this sort of dependence on
freedchildren’s labor, however, the economic value of a child like Porter
does not seem to have canceled their emotional value, and may have
even strengthened bonds between family members.13 Indeed, the words
of Cyntha Nickols suggest that her relationship with Porter was far
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from detached. “I am the Grandmother of Porter,” she wrote. And “I
am required to call [on] you or I must let my Grand-Child go, which
greatly grieves me.”

Porter’s case, and those of other freedchildren at the center of such
disputes, was further complicated by ideas about the welfare of poor
children that governed the thinking of many bureau agents, ideas that
combined poor children’s domestic arrangements with the expectation
that they would be put to work. This link between labor and shelter
with individual families, for poor orphans, was increasingly common in
the plans of northern reformers, as an alternative to orphanages.14 Re-
call, for instance, reformer Laura Haviland’s explanation of why she
was taking orphaned freedchildren North: “They will be sent to school
until good homes can be secured for them, where they will be taught
habits of industry, as well as to improve their intellects.”15 The idea
behind such arrangements was not just to find shelter for poor chil-
dren but also to place them in an environment that would teach them
hard work and mental discipline. This attitude toward the welfare of
poor children could work against freed families (and in favor of former
slaveholders) as often as it aided freedpeople in the retrieval of their
children. DeGrey, for instance, was clearly making the assumption that
Porter would be better off working under Spears as an apprentice than
for Nickols, his grandmother.

Thousands of freedchildren like Porter became caught in this tan-
gle of emotional, economic, and bureaucratic demands. Efforts to free
them started a fierce pull and tug—backward to the dependencies and
false kinship of the slaveholder (although some masters had fathered
their slaves) or forward toward a wage system and the rights of black
families. Complaints and hearings before agents of the Freedmen’s Bu-
reau about the custody of freedchildren seem to appear in nearly every
monthly report from local agents to their superiors between 1865 and
1867, in addition to longer correspondences related to the custody of
freedchildren. (This fails to include, of course, the incidents that never
appeared before the bureau at all.) Just as the freedchild was the sub-
ject of northern reformers’ visions for a “civilized” and productive post-
bellum South, freedchildren also appeared at the center of daily de-
bates over the future of southern society. In the simplest terms, battles
over the custody of freedchildren were negotiations (often uneven ones)
between bureau agents, freedpeople, and former slaveholders. But the
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question of who would raise freedom’s child was fundamentally a ques-
tion about who would determine the economic future of black people
after slavery.16

The greatest point of conflict regarding freedchildren’s labor after the
Civil War was the apprenticeship system, a form of labor contract writ-
ten into state laws since the colonial period, which was reinforced by
planter-controlled legislatures across the South in 1865 as part of the in-
famous Black Codes. Until the mid-nineteenth century, apprenticeship
as it was practiced in the United States in areas outside the rural South
was a system of labor by which a male apprentice lived in a master’s
household and trained in a trade or skill until he came of age and estab-
lished himself in business. (Recall that many of the boys at the Catholic
Institution in New Orleans in the 1850s had plans to apprentice them-
selves and learn a trade.) Apprenticeships also served as a means of
supervising and training potentially wayward working-class boys by
teaching them to earn a livelihood and keeping them off the streets. But
with the rise of factories in the 1830s, apprenticeship arrangements in-
creasingly resembled those of wage labor. Although the apprentice still
trained with a master, he earned a wage and no longer lived in the mas-
ter’s household. Eventually, particularly in urban areas of the North,
apprenticeship was replaced entirely by wage labor among boys from
twelve to fourteen.17

In the South, too, apprenticeship had been an early form of social
welfare particularly for orphaned or “half-orphaned” children and had
served to train boys in a skill or trade. But in the slaveholding South,
apprenticeship also became a means of social and racial control. South-
ern judges apprenticed the illegitimate children of poor white women
and free women of color, typically on the grounds that such arrange-
ments would keep them from becoming public charges. As in the north-
ern states, mothers of illegitimate children in the South had common-
law right to custody of the child. But apprenticeship laws in the ante-
bellum South increasingly served as punishment for unmarried poor or
working women who lived outside the white patriarchal frame of south-
ern society, or behaved in ways that challenged it, and made it especially
difficult for these women to establish independent households. Mulatto
children born to unwed white women and the children of unmarried
free women of color were particularly vulnerable to forced apprentice-
ship.18 As one judge in North Carolina decreed, the county court had
the “power to bind out all free base-born children of color, without ref-
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erence to the occupation or condition of the mother.”19 Such a system
served to police the sexuality of poor women, white and free black, and
aimed to punish those who transgressed racial boundaries.

It was into this history of apprenticeship in the South that former
slaveholders tapped at the close of the Civil War. Southern courts and
legislatures continued to use apprenticeship as a form of racial control
and forced labor, but in the service of postbellum realities, using it to
extend unfree labor and black people’s dependence upon the planter
class after emancipation. In Maryland, which already had a state law on
the books regarding the apprenticeship of “free negroes” before the
Civil War, former slaveholders were quick to bind the children of their
freed slaves to them in the state orphan’s courts.20 The prewar Mary-
land code allowed the orphan’s court to “summon before them the child
of any free negro, and if it shall appear upon examination before such
court that it would be better for the habits and comfort of such child
that it should be bound as an apprentice to some white person to learn
to labor,” then the court could bind the child “as an apprentice to some
white person, if a male till he is the age of twenty-one years, or if a fe-
male, till she is of the age of eighteen years.”21

The race to apprentice freedchildren was described by the provost
marshal in one Maryland district, Captain Andrew Stafford. After the
governor announced the adoption of the new state constitution barring
slavery, Stafford wrote, “a rush was made on the Orphan’s Court of this
County, for the purpose of having all children under twenty one years
of age, bound to their former owners, under the apprentice law of the
State.” These former owners clearly relied on antebellum arguments in
favor of apprenticeship to press these contracts through the court. Staf-
ford explained, “In many instances, boys of 12 and 14 years are taken
from their parents, under the pretence that they (the parents) are inca-
pable of supporting them, while the younger children are left to be
maintained by the parents. This is done without obtaining the parents
consent, and in direct violation of the provisions of the Act of Assembly,
and almost in every instance by disloyal parties.” In the month follow-
ing the Maryland legislature’s passage of an act for slave emancipation,
these courts had apprenticed some 2,500 children and young adults to
former slaveholders.22

Other former slaveholders, like the man who owned Millie Randall
in Louisiana, took less successful extralegal measures in efforts to main-
tain custody over freedchildren. Randall, only six when the war ended,
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remembered what happened when her former owner realized he had
lost control of his adult slaves.

Atter freedom ol’ marster wouln’t low my maw to hab us chillen. He
tuk me an’ my brudder Benny in a wagon an’ drove us ’roun an’ ’roun
so dey couln’ fin’ us. My maw hatter git de Jestice of de Peace to go
mek him t’un us a-loose. De man brung me an’ my brudder to Big Cane
[Louisiana] to us maw. Was we glad to see her cause we figger we ain’
gwineter see her no mo’.23

Jane Kamper in Maryland testified to a similar experience with her chil-
dren in her statement to military authorities in 1864. She recounted how
her former master, William Townsend, refused to relinquish her children
and her bedclothes. “He told me that I was free,” she said, “but that
my Children Should be bound to [him]. He locked my Children up so
that I could not find them. I afterwards got my children by stealth and
brought them to Baltimore.” Townsend had pursued Kamper, but she
managed to hide her children and make her escape by boat.24

Both women, in the war’s aftermath, had authorities to whom they
could appeal to enforce the return of their children, or at least to report
wrongdoing on the part of a former owner. (Jane Kamper, after all, got
her children “by stealth.”) So to help desperadoes like Townsend and
Millie Randall’s former owner, southern legislatures issued new appren-
ticeship clauses aimed at the freed population at the close of the war,
through the Black Codes. Under presidential Reconstruction in 1865,
before Congress derailed President Andrew Johnson’s lenient policies
toward the South, southern legislatures passed codes that set forth the
legal rights and limitations of the freed population. The codes varied
from state to state but generally made provision for former slaves to
marry, to enter into contracts, to sue and be sued in courts, and to tes-
tify in cases that did not involve whites. For former slaveholders, how-
ever, the codes primarily were a legal means to limit the mobility of
freedpeople and to compel them to contract with planters. Vagrancy
laws in some states required that freedpeople carry proof of employment
at all times or face arrest. Florida’s law allowed for whipping or forced
labor for those who broke labor contracts. South Carolina applied its
vagrancy statutes to “persons who led idle or disorderly lives.”25

The apprenticeship system, however, was perhaps the most egregious
of the codes. Most apprenticeship clauses allowed for the indenture of
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“orphaned” children or those whose parents did not have the means to
provide for them. Apprenticeship had the effect not only of depriving
freedpeople of their children and the labor they could contribute to the
household but also of limiting the mobility of both freedchildren and
their parents and relatives, who wanted to remain near their bound chil-
dren.26 Mississippi’s Black Codes were some of the South’s most notori-
ous, but they conveyed the sentiments of most southern legislatures in
1865. The Mississippi code allowed for the apprenticeship of “all freed-
men, free Negroes, and mulattoes under the age of eighteen within their
respective counties . . . who are orphans, or whose parent or parents
have not the means, or who refuse to provide for and support said mi-
nors.” Also, “the former owner of said minors shall have the prefer-
ence” to bind orphans when the court determined that he or she was “a
Suitable person for that purpose.” Under the Mississippi law, males
were to be bound until the age of twenty-one and females to eighteen. If
an apprentice left a master or mistress without their consent, the master
or mistress “may pursue and recapture said apprentice,” and if the ap-
prentice refused to return, the justice of the peace could put the child in
jail until the case could be investigated. If the apprentice “had good
cause to quit his said master or mistress,” the child would be released
from indenture and the master or mistress fined, with the money go-
ing to the apprentice. But if the court judged that the apprentice left
“without good cause,” then the court could order the apprentice “pun-
ished, as provided for the punishment of hired freedmen, as may be
from time to time provided for by law, for desertion,” until the appren-
tice agreed to fulfill the apprenticeship contract. It was also a crime for
any one to “entice away any apprentice from his master or mistress,” a
clause clearly designed to hinder parents or relatives from retrieving
their children.27

In 1867, Congress demanded that all southern states rewrite their
constitutions, ratifying the Fourteenth Amendment on civil rights and
establishing voting rights for all male citizens. In the process, the Black
Codes met their demise, although apprenticeship remained a legal av-
enue of child welfare, so long as it made no distinction between black
and white children.28 In 1865, however, neither freedpeople nor former
slaveholders knew that apprenticeship would fail as a system of com-
pulsory free labor. (As one bureau agent very crudely observed about
southern planters after the war, “They hate to give up the little niggers
in hopes that something will turn up. If Mac [George McClellan] had
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been elected [instead of Abraham Lincoln] they expected the little nigs
would be good property and now they hope for something else to hap-
pen.”)29 Freedpeople made it clear, however, as agent James DeGrey
found out, that they viewed apprenticeship as it was practiced during
and after the war, “like putting them back into slavery.” A freedwoman
in Maryland whose child was bound as an apprentice against her wishes
told the Freedmen’s Bureau: “We were delighted when we heard that
the Constitution set us all free, but God help us, our condition is bet-
tered but little; free ourselves, but deprived of our children. . . . It was
on their account we desired to be free.” And an angry freedman from
Alabama wrote: “I think very hard of the former oners for Trying to
keep My blood when I kno that Slavery is dead.”30

Black children could be bound to employers as apprentices through
the state district courts, but the Freedmen’s Bureau also governed and
administered apprenticeships. According to bureau regulations, agents
could not bind out children if their parents opposed the apprenticeship.
Under the bureau, girls, typically, were apprenticed to the age of fif-
teen and boys to eighteen, with their contracts stipulating they should
receive clothing, medical attention, and “a reasonable amount of
schooling” in return for their labor.31 The “trade” or “skill” usually
listed on the forms of indenture were those of “housekeeping” (most of-
ten for girls) and “planter” or “farmer” (for boys). Some children, girls
and boys, were contracted to receive “training” in both. In 1866, for in-
stance, ten-year-old Thomas Boultt Johnson was bound to William
Payne until the age of eighteen, “to learn the occupation of farming and
also that of House Servant.”32

Apprenticeship arrangements were, first and foremost, contracts. And
as such, they were pieces of paper invested with conflicting economic
and social meanings by former slaveholders, former slaves, and bureau
agents. In the nineteenth century, labor contracts in general were docu-
ments through which groups voiced different visions of slavery and free-
dom. Abolitionists, northern workers, slaveholders, and freedpeople all
defined free labor and slavery in light of one another, and they often
did so while debating the positive and negative aspects of the wage con-
tract. Although antislavery advocates framed the labor contract as the
very negation of slavery and the demonstration of self-ownership, for
instance, freedpeople and other wage workers often viewed contracts
more ambivalently. Though apprenticeship agreements took the form of
contracts—agreements between free laborers and employers—freedpeo-
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ple recognized the ambiguities within such arrangements, proliferating
as they did on the still slippery ground between slavery and freedom.33

In the eyes of many freedpeople, the conditions of apprenticeship left
black children in a relation of servitude to their former owners.

Freedchildren’s status as dependents, however, also meant that ar-
rangements for their labor would give way to discussions of proper
guardianship and adult responsibility. Conflicts over black children’s
labor, in fact, often turned into critiques of black women as caregiv-
ers. Black women seeking custody of children, particularly single moth-
ers, moved through a tangle of planter paternalism and government-
directed notions of child welfare that, entwined together, threatened to
pull their children away from them. These ideologies reinforced one an-
other against the image of a “loose” or “unfit” mother. In the interest of
child welfare (an idea that increasingly governed legal disputes in north-
ern and southern courts in matters of child custody), the image of the
unfit black mother or caregiver could allow planters and bureau agents
to discount the claims of black women to their children.34 For freed-
women, in particular, the South after emancipation defied the antebel-
lum idealism of abolitionists and reformers. Arguing against slavery,
abolitionists had contrasted the slave family torn apart by the market in
human beings, to the free family, a domestic circle inviolate, protected
from the demands of the marketplace.35 Rather than being sheltered
from the demands of the market after slavery, however, black women
and their children stood at the very center of the postbellum southern
economy. But in freedom, at least, these women could be far more ac-
tive participants in the market than they could as slaves, using their
newfound mobility, the wages they earned, the power to contract for
their labor and the labor of their children, and even the anxious desires
of former slaveholders to retain freedchildren, all to move closer toward
independence from the economic and domestic constraints of slavery.36

One of the first tasks facing local bureau agents after the Confeder-
ate surrender was to situate freedchildren who appeared to them to
be orphans, or, as one agent put it, “the disposal of children practically
orphans.”37 Another agent asked cautiously whether he might appren-
tice children who seemed to him to be “without proper protection” in
his parish. Several planters had petitioned him either to bind children
to them or to remove them from their property. “In worse instances,”
the agent explained to his superior, “the fathers of such children are
dead and the mothers have left them on plantations without making
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provisions for them.” He was concerned that the children’s parents were
still living and might object but was told abruptly by headquarters to
“bind these children out,” that the parents could claim the children
later if necessary.38

The bureau’s desire to bind children out often worked to the disad-
vantage of freedpeople whose families had been separated by slavery or
the war. When parents or extended family did come to retrieve children,
they found them bound to former slave owners unwilling to relinquish
their claims.39 But even when relatives were present and able to care for
children, former slaveholders and others wishing to apprentice children
lied to the bureau, often representing the children as orphans. In some
cases, the former slaveholders may not have known the whereabouts of
the children’s parents. In others, they seem to have been purposefully
dishonest. An agent in Madisonville, Louisiana, explained to his superi-
ors, for instance, that he had indentured “the two Grandchildren of Si-
mon Bookster to Thos Zachary last September, Zachary misrepresented
the case by stating the children, Edward and Eliza, were total orphans,
and were living with him, and had no friends or relatives to care or pro-
vide for them.” But upon investigation, the agent discovered that Zach-
ary had “abducted the children in the absence of the Grandparents.”
Zachary had also lied about the ages of the children, stating that Ed-
ward was eight and Eliza five, when Edward was, in fact, ten and his
sister eight. (Lying about the ages of children was a tactic used to pro-
long the period of indenture. According to a chaplain serving as a local
bureau agent in Mississippi, “children are almost invariably bound out
from two to 12 years younger than they are.”)40 The agent investigating
Edward and Eliza’s case also learned that their grandfather had “sup-
ported and schooled them since their Freedom and is willing and able to
do so.”41 Another freedman, Edward Johnson, went to the bureau to
complain that his granddaughter was living with him when an agent of
the bureau bound the child to a Miss Mary Lasier. Lasier was informed
by the new agent in charge that the child had been illegally bound and
that Lasier “must give her up to her Grand father.”42

Some freed families were jeopardized not by the schemes of former
slaveholders but by the bureau’s idea of child welfare. With ideas simi-
lar to those of reformers like Laura Towne, some agents sought to find
places for freedchildren in the North. But unlike Towne, placements
through the bureau often occurred without the consent of parents or
other relatives. Many such cases, for instance, transpired under the aus-
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pices of the Employment Agency established by the bureau in Washing-
ton, D.C., in 1865. The agency was created in an effort to disperse the
large numbers of destitute freedpeople moving into increasingly over-
crowded sections of the city. Its aim was to settle freed families on farms
and find placement as domestics for single women with children, all in
the interest of making them self-sufficient.43 The agency initially focused
on outlying areas near the city, but with the cooperation of northern
freedmen’s aid societies also sent freedpeople to cities and towns in the
North with transportation paid for by the federal government. But the
agency received complaints from freedpeople whose children had been
sent to orphan asylums without their consent, or had been sent so far
away that when parents or relatives tracked them down, they had to
be retrieved by agents of the bureau.44 In July 1867, the assistant com-
missioner of the bureau in Washington, D.C., wrote to the local super-
intendent there that “numerous complaints have been made at this Of-
fice to the effect that minor freedchildren have been sent from this city
on Government transportation, without the knowledge of their par-
ents,” directing the superintendent to “issue such instructions to the
Employment Agents under your charge as will prevent a recurrence of
this evil.”45

The bureau had hired a number of women, black and white, as em-
ployment agents, or “intelligence agents,” working to place freedpeople
outside of the city, among them Josephine Griffing and well-known abo-
litionist Sojourner Truth.46 While often these women had a more gener-
ous notion of relief than did the bureau officials, many also had overly
enthusiastic ideas about the placement of freedwomen and children in
work situations. Josephine Griffing, for instance, proposed that single
women with children might be better off placing their children in an or-
phan asylum until the mothers were self-sufficient enough to support
them. (This was not so far off from the strategies of some freedpeople
who found temporary shelter for their children with orphanages or for-
mer slaveholders. But as government policy, it would have overstepped
the line between benevolence and force.) Griffing’s superiors also asked
her to explain a number of cases involving freedchildren sent north
without the consent of their parents or relatives.47 In once instance, Mrs.
Ann Earle, writing on behalf of a freedwoman named Annie Brooks,
did battle with Griffing and a black female agent named Sarah Tilmon.
Annie Brooks’s six-year-old daughter, Kitty, had been sent north with-
out her mother’s consent. Brooks learned that Griffing had taken Kitty
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to New York and left her with Tilmon, who then sent Kitty to a man
named Charles Baker in Fordham, New Jersey. Baker had subsequently
moved and disappeared, along with Kitty. The bureau sent an agent to
New Jersey to investigate and hopefully retrieve Kitty, but he was un-
able to track Baker or the girl, declaring in his last recorded correspon-
dence that he would “not relinquish efforts to find the girl as long as
any probability of success remains.” After a year and a half of trying to
get assistance from Griffing and Tilmon, Earle wrote to General Oliver
Otis Howard at bureau headquarters, “I feel sure that Mrs. Tillman
[sic] can find her, if she can be made to do it.” She also had some choice
words for Josephine Griffing: “I refrain from expressing my feeling in
regard to Mrs. Griffing, who it seems to me as clearly kidnapped little
Kitty as if she had been a slave trader.”48

Sadly, it is not clear if Kitty and her mother were ever reunited. What
is apparent from these and other stories is that although the official pol-
icy of the bureau prohibited the sending away of freedchildren without
their parents’ consent, the inclination of individual agents was often to
secure shelter and employment for freedchildren, without careful con-
cern for the needs and demands of their families, by farming them out
(like Kitty) or binding them to planters through apprenticeship con-
tracts.49 This agenda, however ill suited to the circumstances of freed-
people in the postemancipation South, clearly had its roots in the child
welfare movement in the North that preceded the war. By the 1850s,
the Children’s Aid Society had already begun to send destitute and or-
phaned city children on the orphan trains to live with western rural
families.50 Sending freedchildren like Kitty to New Jersey or binding
them to a planter were solutions (if often poorly judged) to the problem
of child welfare at a time when many freedchildren had been separated
from their parents by the war or the interstate slave trade.

On occasion, the bureau’s desire to bind out children went beyond
the necessity of finding shelter for them. Indeed, agents and their supe-
riors sometimes favored making orphans out of freedchildren, or de-
claring them illegitimate (hence, without a father’s legal guardianship)
even when parents had appealed for custody. In some cases, agents even
refused help to former slaves seeking custody of their children from
former slaveholders because the freedpeople had no documentation of
their marriage to prove their offspring legitimate. One agent, for exam-
ple, determined that by law the indenture he had approved was legal
and binding even though it was against the parents’ wishes, “the par-
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ents not being legally married.”51 The characterization of black children
as “practically orphans” also reflected agents’ frequent refusal to ac-
knowledge other relatives and freedpeople who wanted to take children
under their care. When a freedwoman sought custody of her godchild
from the child’s former owner, for instance, the bureau agent declared
that she had no right to the child “being the child’s Godmother which
establishes no legal claims whatever.”52

Evidence of grandparents, godmothers, and other relatives appeal-
ing to the bureau makes it clear, however, that mothers and fathers did
not leave their children behind “without making any provision for
them.” Grandmothers, grandfathers, godparents, aunts, and uncles all
appealed to the Freedmen’s Bureau for assistance in obtaining custody
of children. Enslaved people throughout the Americas had developed
systems of kinship that involved both blood relations and “fictive” or
“quasi kin” (relations often referred to as “aunt” or “uncle”). These fa-
milial ties were a means of both caring for children separated from their
parents and creating channels through which subsequent generations
could learn the culture and values of their African and African Ameri-
can forebears.53

In 1867, for instance, Adam Woods, a freedman from Leavenworth,
Kansas, appealed to the bureau in Louisville, Kentucky, in hopes of se-
curing custody of his dead brother’s children—“Milton about fourteen
years old. John about ten years old and Pleasant about eight years”—
who had been left with their owner when their father enlisted in the
Union army in 1864. Their mother had died sometime before. Woods
had been sold away from his brother to Missouri in 1850 and had set-
tled in Kansas after the war. He had approached the former owner of
his brother’s children, Franklin Ditto, in Mead County, but Ditto would
not release them from their apprenticeship contract unless Woods “had
legal right to them.” Woods also revealed the extent of his family ties
still in Kentucky. According to the agent, “He says he has four sisters
living and they are all doing well. Two of them are in this City and one
in the County nearby and the other at the mouth of Salt River in Har-
din County He also has two Brothers one in this City and one at the
mouth of Salt River and are doing well and each and all of them are
able and willing to assist in raising and educating these children.”54 An-
other man, Martin Lee, who had been sold away from his family in
Georgia and was living in Alabama, met resistance when he tried to
take his nephew back to Alabama with him. He explained that he had
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“Got My daughter And hear childern but I could not Get My Sisters
Son She is live and well there is a Man by the name of Sebe—Burson
that ust to one [own] them and he will not let me or his Mother have
the boy.” Sebe “says he has the boy bound to him and the law in our
State is that a childe cannot be bounde when the[y] have Mother father
brother sistter uncl or Aunt that can take care of them.” The agent in
Georgia told Lee that the boy was not bound to Sebe but still demanded
twenty-five dollars to help Lee retrieve him.55 The letter of Martin Lee
and the affidavit of Adam Woods reveal both the great labor required to
reconstitute freed families and the desire of extended family to raise the
children of their relatives. They also point to the obstacles that stood in
the way.

While some agents recognized the importance of extended families
among freedpeople, however, they could choose not to allow such rela-
tionships to override apprenticeship contracts. When Philip Holliday
appeared before his local bureau agent in Louisiana seeking custody of
his grandson, the agent observed: “The Child properly belongs to Philip
as he is the nearest ‘kind.’ ” But the agent decided that Holliday could
have the boy only if the child had not already contracted elsewhere.56

Federal officials even intervened directly on behalf of employers in order
to keep determined family members from “interfering” with the work
of their employees. A provost marshal for New Orleans, for instance,
drafted a notice stating that a girl named Charlotte was in the employ
of a Mr. W. M. Culloch and that while she worked for him, she was “to
be free from molestation by any parties representing themselves as her
relatives.” The city police were under orders to arrest any “parties”
who persisted in “troubling” her.57 And a local agent in Vermillionville
noted a charge brought by a former slaveholder against the uncle of a
child named Adam. Adam had been apprenticed to a Mr. Broussard but
“had been violently and without the consent of his master [?] taken
from him by his uncle,” who carried Adam with him to the nearby par-
ish of New Iberia. The agent had sent word to his colleague there “in
order to take the necessary steps against the uncle.”58

Even when local agents were wary of former slaveholders’ motives
in applying for custody of freedchildren, their superiors sometimes
chose to accept the word of planters if it served the interest of labor. A
freedwoman in Vermillionville named Eveline, for instance, encountered
great resistance from Coralie Broussard when she tried to take custody

160 | Labor



of her young daughter. Eveline had been ill when she agreed to let
Broussard take the girl, but she had since recovered and wanted to have
her daughter back again. The child had apparently been bound to
Broussard until she was twenty-two years of age, well past the legal end
of apprenticeship for female minors, something to which Eveline would
have been unlikely to agree voluntarily. (The Broussard family, also fea-
tured in the previous example, had a reputation for bad dealings and
was, according to the local agent, “ever foremost and always in the
front rank when there is any injury or outrage to be committed on
Freedpeople.”) The assistant commissioner of the bureau nevertheless
requested that the agent take no action in the case “unless the interests
of the child suffer by the present arrangement,” since by the bureau’s
logic, removing the child might discourage other planters from agreeing
to “provide” for other “indigent” children. The agent in this case, how-
ever, had greater insight into Coralie Broussard’s motives. He ordered
Broussard to give up the child and in an explanation to headquarters
wrote: “Our planters and their wives take no other interest [in] raising
freedchildren than to have the same and hold them, when grown up as
a kind of house servants.”59

Although disputes over the custody and apprenticeship of freedchil-
dren involved children of all ages, those perhaps most often at the cen-
ter of custody complaints brought before the bureau were at least ten
years old. Pointing to struggles between freedpeople and former owners,
a bureau agent in Virginia wrote snidely: “Blood don’t seem to thicken
until children get to be about ten years of age.”60 Yet most slaveholders,
before the war, recognized the age of ten as the point at which a child
became valuable as a worker and less in need of caretaking by an adult.
An antebellum law in Alabama, for instance, prohibited the sale of chil-
dren under the age of ten.61 It seems that in agricultural labor, children
aged ten or older were the most able to contribute to the daily work-
load. When Diana Jackson lodged a complaint against her husband,
Joseph Jackson, for abandonment and lack of support for his child, the
agent initially ordered Joseph to pay eight dollars per month to support
the child. But on the advice of a superior, he “modified this decision
to $4.00 per month until the child is ten years old at that age she will
be able to take care of herself.”62 Northern employment agents work-
ing for the Freedmen’s Bureau found that an employable child in the
North was somewhere between ten and twelve. The agents reported
having trouble finding homes for families with younger children, since
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employers did not want them until they were at least twelve. In the
words of Josephine Griffing, “[It was] as though Black Babes were 12
yrs old when they were born.”63

A child’s labor and the money he or she could bring in were a neces-
sity in freed families, just as they were among working-class families in
the urban North and agricultural families in the West. Strictly in terms
of labor, the rural childhoods of most freedchildren were comparable
to those of poor children in other rural areas of the United States, es-
pecially white children on the western frontier and Chicano children
in California. They often labored within a family, under the direction
of parents or relatives, and attended school for a few months out of
the year. Whether the family was sharecropping, working the task sys-
tem (predominant in coastal plantation areas of Georgia and South
Carolina), or cultivating their own land, the agricultural labor of chil-
dren was critical to the household’s survival. Freedchildren also per-
formed domestic labor and like most working-class children in the nine-
teenth century (black, white, and Hispanic, urban and rural), many
were “hired out” by their parents for periods of time, to work in other
households.64

The hiring of freedchildren, from the point of view of their relatives,
was much preferred over apprenticeship. Freedpeople could negotiate
the contracts of their children and could file complaints when employ-
ers failed to pay them. Indeed, freed parents and relatives made hun-
dreds of complaints to the Freedmen’s Bureau concerning wages that
had not been paid to their children.65 Freedchildren themselves also
made complaint when they had not received the pay that was due to
them. (In 1865, the going rate for boys under fourteen was three dollars
per month and for girls, two dollars.)66 Other children made complaint
to the bureau against employers for abuse or for refusing to let them
board with their parents.67 But the dependent status of the freedchild
made the contract between freedpeople and employers always a matter
of interpretation. A boy named William, for instance, charged that a
Mrs. Crawford had refused to pay him for one month and two weeks
labor at three dollars a month. Crawford protested that William was
“not worth anything more than his rations” and had sent word to that
effect to his mother. Crawford did not see William as a wage laborer.
Rather, she wanted to have him as a child-servant, fed but not paid,
“raised” but not otherwise compensated for his work. The agent in the
case decided in favor of William and awarded him a month’s wages.68
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In interviews with former slaves conducted by the Federal Writers’
Project in the 1930s and 1940s (most of whom were children at the
time of emancipation), the speakers narrated their childhoods in free-
dom by explaining the arrangement of their families (who lived with
whom, who had died, who had left to work some other place) and the
kind of work that they themselves did.69 If schooling was mentioned,
it was usually to say that they did not have much. (Albert Patterson,
raised on a sugar plantation in Louisiana and fifteen years old at eman-
cipation, told an interviewer: “We had no schools, they wouldn’t let a
nigger look at a school.”)70 Particularly in single-parent families, chil-
dren had to contribute to the household income as soon as they could.
Ex-slave John Moore explained that after his father died of cholera,
“my mudder hire me ’n’ some ’r’ d’ uder chillen out t’ wuk ’n’ she draw
us money.” After Millie Randall’s mother retrieved her children from
their former owner—the man who drove them “ ’roun an’ ’roun” in a
wagon to keep them from her—she had the job of supporting herself
and her children. Randall recalled, “Maw tuk ober de care of de chillen
an’ done de bes’ she could. Dey put me in a fiel’ of co’n to hoe.”71 And
when Ella Washington’s parents decided to part after emancipation, her
mother and aunt took her to Galveston, Texas. “When we got here,”
Washington said, “my mother hired out [to] some white folks an’ when
I got big ’nough I did, too.”

It is clear that emancipation certainly did not lessen most freedchil-
dren’s workloads and probably increased the loads of some. Ex-slave
Calvin Kennard recalled, “I neber had no time to study books, I had to
work. Didn’t play too much ’cause it was allus ‘Cal run here, Cal run
dere.’ ” Children, particularly those from large families, were expected
to become part of the work team. As Ellen Broomfield explained in an
interview, “There were 19 chil’ren in our family an’ we had to work
as soon as we were big enough. I use to plow, it was hard, but it may
be that’s what made me so so strong.” And former slave La San Mire,
who was fourteen years old at emancipation, described his experience
even more matter-of-factly: “We were freed on July 4th. After the war I
remained with my old master. I worked in the house, cooked in the
kitchen.”72

The accounts of Ellen Broomfield and La San Mire suggest that the
work assigned to freedchildren was not strictly determined by gender,
but rather by the situation of parents or guardians or the labor needs
of white employers. (Before emancipation, in fact, most slaves in rural
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areas had performed labor on the plantation that was not defined by
gender, whereas urban slaves performed more gender-specific tasks,
such as laundry work, for women, and stevedore, for men. Most of the
ex-slaves interviewed by the Federal Writers’ Project had spent time on
rural plantations as slaves.)73 Ellen used the plow, and La San Mire
worked in the house and in the kitchen. Ex-slave Carlyle Stewart, a girl
of seven at the time of emancipation, worked carrying sugarcane. She
recalled, “I could only tote five stalks at a time.”74 Janie Sienette, an ex-
slave from Louisiana, was born in slavery but was likely about fourteen
or fifteen at emancipation. She told an interviewer, “The most work I
done during slavery was to pick cotton and work around the house for
the mistress,” for which she received cakes. She also had to tend to her
younger siblings. Her mother died in childbirth, after working in the
cotton field, when Janie was eleven. After the war, when her aunt left
the plantation for New Orleans, “my master wanted me to stay on but I
cried so until he sent me to Algiers [La.] with my aunt. Then she puts
me to washing and ironing for de white folks dim big hoop skirts with
all dat cloth in dim and waist we tucks and if I did not do it right she
whipped the blood out of me.” Sienette also told her interviewer: “I
never did go to school in my life if us had of picked up a piece of paper
the Boss would have tore us up good.”75

Freedpeople’s complaints before local bureau agents, too, reveal the
importance of children’s labor to the survival of the household. A freed-
man named Alphonse appeared before the agent in Vermillionville, Lou-
isiana, to complain that “his son, aged 15 has run away from him and
refuses to return.” According to the agent, the freedman “asked if he
could not force him to return as he needs him to pick cotton.” When
the agent told him that he had “the right” to compel the boy to go
home, without interference, Alphonse “went on his way rejoicing.”76

When freedman John Baptiste appealed to the bureau for his son Cazio,
who was fourteen, he explained that Cazio had been bound to a Mr.
Bernard without the consent of his mother, but also that the mother
“now wishes him to come home and help his stepfather who have [sic]
rented land.”77 The agent declared the contract with Bernard void, it
having been made without the parents’ consent.

The importance of freedchildren to freed households is perhaps clear-
est when the children were at the center of struggles between freedpeo-
ple. Agents of the Freedmen’s Bureau recorded many such disputes, fu-
eled by economic need and the complicated nature of family relations
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after slavery. Freedwoman Lilly Leath, for instance, complained to the
Freedmen’s Bureau that her former husband, Luke Jackson, carried off
her son, a child of four or five years. Neighbors testified that they saw
Jackson enter Leath’s house “by force” and that the child “screamed
and refused to go but Luke Jackson dragged him off.” The agent de-
cided in favor of the mother, since she had taken care of the child since
birth.78 Other freed families, however, managed to compromise. There
were seven children between Lucy and Cambridge Smith, and Lucy tes-
tified that she was unable to get them from their father. The agent to
whom she complained decided that they belonged with the mother,
since the Smiths were not married, and he told Lucy Smith she could
“have as many as she wants.” Lucy decided to take four of the children,
leaving Cambridge with three.79 Whatever the motivation behind the di-
vision of the children between the parents, it is likely that the children’s
labor was also being divided.

In many cases, bureau agents made explicit the economic role of the
freedchild in these disputes. But the arguments still hinged on the best
interests of the child. When Henry Powell’s parents both sought custody
of him after their separation, the agent described his father, William, as
“an industrious hard working Freedman” who “wishes to establish
upon the boy’s mind the necessity of knowing how to work while he is
young.” Henry’s mother, Maria Jackson, on the other hand, was living
“in idleness,” and “while the boy was young, and could not work she
did not care anything about him but now he is old enough to make a
good living (if with someone that has some control over him, which she
has not any) she wants him and for nothing more than to wait on
her.”80 The core of the argument the agent (and presumably the father)
made was that William Jackson would teach Henry “the necessity of
knowing how to work,” whereas the mother would use the child’s labor
to her own ends. The claim of a freedwoman named Ermine Mouton
also addressed the issue of children’s labor directly. Mouton was the
aunt of three orphans and entered into a dispute with the children’s un-
cle and grandfather over who should have custody of the children. They
had been raised by Mouton to the ages of ten, twelve, and fourteen. In
what appears to be Mouton’s account, the bureau agent explained in his
report that “now after the children are able to go to work in some man-
ner,” the uncle and grandfather hoped “to avail themselves of the op-
portunity to let them go to work they having done nothing for their ed-
ucation.” What was unjust, in the eyes of Mouton, it seems, was not
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that the children would go to work, since she recognized that they had
reached working age. Rather, she objected to the claims of the men on
the grounds that they had not raised the children or tended to their edu-
cation—activities that established her claim to the children, and quite
possibly to their labor.81

Though many freedpeople fought apprenticeship arrangements that
held their children hostage, others used such contracts as a means of
protecting their children and assuring them of food and clothing. To re-
move their children from the households of their former owners, when
possible, freedpeople bound out their children to relatives or other
freedpeople, often relying on the extended familial networks they had
constructed in slavery. Such ties proved important after emancipation as
well, particularly with respect to the protection of freedchildren from
forced apprenticeships and to the independence of freedpeople’s house-
holds. A freedwoman named Mary, for instance, bound her child Lizzie
to Lizzie’s godmother, a woman named Kitty. Kitty agreed to “clothe,
feed, and protect” Lizzie until she became “of age.”82 The binding of
children to relatives, in fact, was a common strategy among poor people
in the colonial and antebellum South, in some cases because parents
could not afford to send all their children to school.83 But in the context
of the postbellum South, such arrangements also better ensured that the
child would be raised by family members.

Freedpeople also appealed to the bureau expressly to have their
younger relatives bound to them. Sallie Harris wanted to bind her
cousin Wilson to her rather than have him remain with a white man
named Jefferson “because he is not treated well and as he is my Cousin
I think it my duty to see to him.” Harris explained in her letter, “I have
a house for him and will take care of him and do all I can for him.”84

Wister Miller also wrote to the same bureau agent requesting that his
wife’s seven-year-old brother, Charles, be bound to him, since Charles’s
mother was dead. Miller assured the agent that if he agreed to bind the
child to Miller, “at the proper time he shall have all that he is entitle
[sic] to.”85

Freedpeople binding their young relatives to themselves accomplished
three things. It protected the child from forced apprenticeship with a
former owner, it satisfied the bureau agent by creating another labor
contract, and it kept the child’s labor and earnings within the circle of
his or her family. The bureau agent handling the cases of Sallie Harris
and Wister Miller seemed to come to that realization, if slowly. It seems
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that both boys involved, Wilson and Charles, had been bound to Jeffer-
son, who, according to the agent, “has the name of a hard master, but I
do not know of his being cruel.” There was rumor, too, that Jefferson
had whipped Wilson, though the agent intended to “enquire into it.” In
his report to his superior, though, the agent seemed to have realized that
perhaps the boys were better off with their families. “I sent the boys
there with the understanding that I would apprintice [sic] them if agree-
able to [Jefferson], against the protest of all their relations, thinking it
would be a good home.” As it turned out, the agent had been misled by
another man, Rowlett, who claimed that he had owned the boys and
that he had custody of them, but wanted the agent to bind them out. In
fact, Wilson had been living with an uncle, who was sending him to
school. (It is unclear if the same circumstances applied to Charles.) Jef-
ferson threatened the uncle if he protested the boy’s indenture to him.
The agent reported that “there is a decided opposition to binding these
children to col’d people” in his district but explained that his “object is
to get good homes for these children. Wealth, power, or influence does
not make a good home always.” He requested further direction on the
matter—whether or not the freedpeople petitioning him were “ready
to undertake these obligations”—but wrote, “I have no doubt in my
[mind] that they will do all they promise to do.”86

For their part, when former slaveholders argued against freedpeople’s
claims to custody of children—and in favor of the preservation of an
apprenticeship contract—they often did so with a vocabulary of con-
cern for the interest of the child. Recycling antebellum rhetoric, planters
often expressed their entitlement to black children’s labor in familial,
paternalist terms. In most of the South (unlike much of the North by
midcentury), the antebellum household had been a working household,
and slaveholders’ defense of slavery before the Civil War centered on
their paternalism toward their slaves and offered up the slaveholding
fantasy that posed exploitation in the garb of domesticity, put most suc-
cinctly when they referred to “my family, white and black.”87 But freed-
people had shattered many former owners’ paternalist fantasies about
the emotional ties that bound their “property” to them. Many “loyal”
slaves walked off plantations and out of kitchens. They talked back,
ignored orders, and “deserted” the people who had “raised” them.88

And yet many a former slaveholder tried to stitch the fragile pieces of
that worn-out paternalism back together. With the language of parental
entitlement, they hoped to lessen the damage done and reassert their
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ownership rights over the “good property” that freedchildren used to
represent. Their most common refrain in this regard was one that Lieu-
tenant James DeGrey seemed to accept without critique in the case of
Porter, that is, that they had “raised” the children themselves. Mary
Golbert, demanding the return of a “servant girl” named Sarah, was
typical in her pleading with federal authorities. In 1863, Sarah had
sought refuge from her mistress in a New Orleans hospital, and in ef-
forts to have her returned, Golbert declared: “She is a girl I have raised
and I am good to my servants.”89

Planters aimed to extend slavery through the lives of freedchildren,
but to do this they had to make them into orphans whom they had
“raised” from birth. To render the parents and relatives of freedchildren
ineligible as custodians of their children, then, former slaveholders often
presented themselves to the Freedmen’s Bureau as freedchildren’s only
guardians. Planters sought to rewrite their history of ownership (hold-
ing children as chattel with cash value) as a history of guardianship
(taking them into their care, with the children’s best interests in mind)
and erasing the role of parents and relatives in the raising of freedchil-
dren. Exploiting the dependency of children, then, and laying claim to
the child’s upbringing—indeed, the child’s life history—planters tried to
create for themselves a pool of unfree labor. This postbellum narrative
also served to patch together the story many slaveholders had long told
themselves about the benefits of slavery for those they held in bondage,
that is, that binding a freedchild to them was, in fact, the best thing for
the children.90

In one way, this new paternalism turned the old paternalism on its
head. Before the war, many slaveholding paternalists prided themselves
on keeping slave families together or buying the relatives of their slaves
and reuniting families. In trying to keep freedchildren under their con-
trol, however, some also fought to keep freed families apart. Former
slaveholder Louis Préjean, seeking custody of Alexandriene and Mary
against the wishes of their grandmother, argued that the children ought
to remain with him on account of “his daughter having reared them
and treated kindly as her own from their birth up to this time.” Further
still, Préjean, a true paternalist, declared one of the girls to be his
daughter while the other was “born on the place.”91 Not every former
slaveholder made claims of paternity, and such claims were difficult to
substantiate, particularly when the child’s mother was no longer living.
Nevertheless, former slaveholders like Préjean aimed to present the ar-
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rangements of slavery (white ownership and exploitation of black peo-
ple and their labor) as the most stable, nurturing environment for freed
black children.92 Three judges in Maryland, for instance, making ample
use of the state’s antebellum apprenticeship laws, informed an agent of
the bureau that his court was processing “a large number of Orphan
children” between ten and twelve years old who “require some im-
mediate action in their behalf.” (He did not mention orphan children
younger than ten, who would not have been as useful in terms of work.)
According to the judges, “When their previous owners are known to the
court to be proper persons to care for & bring them up to the habits of
industry &c, we invariably bind to them.” But the judges also received
requests from “former masters to have negro children that they have
raised bound to them,” children who clearly had parents, particularly
mothers, who objected. When satisfied that the parents could provide
for the children, according to one judge, the court did not interfere.
However,

we think it very probably our course has been misrepresented by some
mothers. who think they can support themselves & family, their previ-
ous antecedents being enquired into by the court it is made too appar-
ent their utter inability to properly provide & teach habits of industry
&c in such cases the court regards it as an act of humanity when proper
employers can be selected for them.93

Relying on antebellum rules about the binding of children of free
women of color, the judges intervened at the behest of former slavehold-
ers to keep freedchildren in their possession and beyond the control of
their mothers.

The danger of this child-directed paternalism, for freedpeople, was
twofold: one, that it represented former slaveholders as the most suit-
able guardians for black children—indeed, as the persons who had
raised them—and the persons best able to provide for the children; and
two, that the bureau’s overriding concern of encouraging freedpeople to
sign labor contracts might lead them to eagerly accept the sentiment of
former slaveholders. When challenged by the children’s relatives, agents
could justify their decisions in favor of former owners as decisions made
in the best interest of the child.94

The familial arguments made by some former slaveholders were
made more powerful still by their sincerity. As manipulative as their

Labor | 169



pleas may seem under a historian’s scrutiny, it would be wrong to sug-
gest that at least some of these former slaveholders did not believe what
they said. When several freedpeople complained to the bureau, for in-
stance, that a woman named Woodward “has repeatedly abused a child
in her possession,” Woodward responded that the child’s parents were
dead and “that she had raised the child from infancy and was anxious
to keep him and do well by him.” The agent investigated and decided
that the complaints were “unfounded.” “The boy (?) Lincoln was there-
fore apprenticed to Mrs. Woodward until he shall arrive at the age of
eighteen.” So, Woodward not only got to keep the boy named Lincoln,
but also got a contract for him—the child she had raised “from in-
fancy”—until he was grown.95 Considering the complicated webs they
had spun, as masters and mistresses, between their paternalistic feelings
for their slaves and their economic interest in them, many former slave-
holders surely felt that they had “raised” the black children on their
plantations and that this entitled them to possession of those children,
and their labor.

This sort of paternalism did not always come from former owners
but, rather, from whites who claimed orphaned freedchildren, even if
those children had been left in the custody of freedpeople. A freedman
named Henry Elin and his wife brought a case before the Freedmen’s
Bureau in Algiers, Louisiana, against Mary Wood (a white woman) in
1867, for refusing to return the boy William to them. William was
“about eleven years of age,” and his father had served with Henry Elin’s
regiment during the war. The father died three days before his regiment
was mustered out and had asked Elin to take care of his two sons, Wil-
liam and an older brother. Of the two boys, Henry Elin testified, “the
oldest one is about fifteen years old and I have given him to my brother
and kept William myself.” Henry Elin and his wife both testified that
they had left William with a “colored woman” when Henry Elin found
work elsewhere. According to Mrs. Elin,

Last summer my husband was working up the river and I went after
him in the month of June and left the boy in charge of another colored
woman. In my absence, he became attached to Mrs. Wood and went to
her sick. The boy came home and went away again. After my husband
returned I went to Mrs. Wood for the boy, but she would not allow him
to come stating that the boy would not come back to me, or words to
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that effect, but the boy has been put up to say that by Mrs. Wood or
her family. I think I am willing and able to take care of the boy.

The court then heard from William himself, who argued strongly
against the Elins, describing his life with them as one of depravation
and abuse. (Mrs. Elin, anticipating such testimony, had already warned
the court that William “had been put up” to it by Mrs. Wood or oth-
ers.) William testified that while living with the Elins “he never got half
enough to eat and was beaten badly, that he ran away from them twice,
and went to New Orleans.” He also said that “last summer Henry and
his wife went up the coast and left him with a colored woman by the
name of Nancy who never took care of him and he left and went to
Mrs. Wood.” The court reported that William declared himself “unwill-
ing to go back to Henry and his wife, but wishes to remain with Mrs.
Wood.”

For her part, Wood insisted that she took William in only out of
charity:

The first I saw of the boy was last May. I asked him to carry in some
wood for me. He did so and I paid him for the same. He then asked me
for something to eat. I gave him some and about two days after he
came back again and asked me to give him some food. I did so and af-
ter that he came most every morning for something to eat. One evening
he came to my house when I was going to bed and asked me if he could
not stay. I told him he had better go home. He replied that he could and
would not go home that he would run away from Henry and his wife
for they had treated him badly. Shortly after Henry’s wife went away
and left the boy in charge of a colored woman Nancy who is a worth-
less woman, who took no notice of the boy whatever.

Wood insisted that William wanted to stay with her and made the case
that she should be the child’s guardian. “I am willing to raise him and
my son-in-law will learn him a trade. When he becomes large enough,”
she said. The Elins, she insisted, could not be proper guardians for Wil-
liam. “I find William to be a good boy and will make a good man if he
is properly trained but he will be nothing but a loafer if he does not get
better people than Henry and his wife to raise him.” She also insisted
that she did not wish to keep William if he wanted to return to the
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Elins, but that she had rescued William. “I merely took him from the
street,” she said, “for the sake of humanity.”

The local bureau agent saw that the Elins were “very anxious to get
[William] back and ought to have him if they take care of him.” But if
William were forced back, he said, the boy would “run away and stray
into vice and misery.” “Mrs. Wood,” he said, “is represented to me as a
respectable lady and has means to take care of the boy.” The bureau de-
cided against the Elins, and William Fennison was ordered to remain
with Mrs. Wood. It was Henry Elin, however, who best explained the
contradictions inherent in this struggle over a freedchild. Despite his ef-
fort to accommodate Mary Wood under the new system of wage labor,
Henry Elin could not win. “I offered to hire him out to Mrs. Wood,”
Elin said. “But she don’t want to hire him, she wants to raise him.”96

When freedpeople such as the Elins endeavored to work within the sys-
tem of free labor—being willing to hire William to Wood, but not give
him to her—they had to confront a revived paternalist ideology, one
that played well with the northern agents of the Freedmen’s Bureau be-
cause it was framed around the best interests of the child.

Since most children are dependent upon adults, the white paternal
figure and the dependent black child did not require nearly so much
ideological contortion as the slaveholder’s relationship to his slaves. It
was this relationship to freedchildren that a white southerner described,
serving as witness to the state of affairs in Texas and Louisiana be-
fore the congressional Joint Committee on Reconstruction in 1866. Re-
sponding to the committee’s queries about the abuse of freedpeople, he
insisted that planters did not use violence to compel freedpeople to ful-
fill their contracts. But then he offered up the fact that black children
were whipped by their employers. He justified this abuse as corrective:
he “switched” the “little house servants” working in his household just
as he “switched” his own children. The context of this abuse of black
children, however—that black children were his employees, and his
own children were not—was erased in his testimony. The difference be-
tween punishing black children for the work they did or did not do as
servants, and the disciplining of his own children for their misdeeds,
was papered over. The former slaveholder claimed the role of father for
both black and white children, even though the only binding relation
between himself and his “little house servants” was a contract. The free
labor contract, in turn—involving dependent black children and white
employers—became a means to obscure the role of black parents as the
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guardians of their children. As many former slaveholders did, this one
also argued his point with a critique of black people as parents. Black
parents, he said, “neglect” to discipline their children, and it was up to
employers to care for black children: “The negro will not take care of
his offspring unless required to do it, as compared with the whites. The
little children will die, they do die, and hence the necessity of very vig-
orous regulations on our plantations which we have adopted in our
nursery system.”97 Boasting about the “nursery system” on plantations
as evidence of slaveholder benevolence was not new, but its context
was. Instead of criticizing black parents as a justification for the system
of slavery, this former slaveholder was criticizing them out of a desire
to replace them altogether, leaving their children solely in the care of
planter families.

This former slaveholder’s notions of black parenthood as lethal illus-
trate the nature of postemancipation paternalism, an ideology that took
aim at black parents and relatives. In trying to portray themselves as
the best possible caretakers for black children, they sought to discredit
freedpeople as parents and guardians. Former slaveholder Elizabeth
Callihan had such designs when she tried to preserve the indenture
of “William Callihan” against the wishes of William’s mother, Maria
Reeding. Callihan claimed that the child had been in her charge since
1863, “his Mother having left about that time.” Arguing that Wil-
liam should remain with her, she insisted, “this is the first time I have
been made aware of the existence of the woman who claims to be
the Mother of the said William,” since she did not know “whether his
Mother was alive or dead.” By her own account Callihan told the bu-
reau’s headquarters in New Orleans a few months prior “that they must
dispose of [William] or bind him,” the bureau agreeing to do the latter.
Although willing to have William “disposed” of a few months before,
when challenged by the boy’s mother, she argued that she was “very
much attached to him and he appears equally so to me, having never
known any other protector.” William’s mother, by Callihan’s report,
was an “invalid, unable to care for herself or him,” and should William
be taken from Callihan’s care, “in all probability he will have no one to
provide for him.” The headquarters, upon reading the case, replied that
the indenture was not valid without the mother’s consent. But in the in-
terest of pressing labor contracts whenever possible, the local agent was
advised by his superiors to “try and induce the mother to give her con-
sent as, if Mrs. Callihan’s statement is true, the child is contented and
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doing well and the mother is unable to provide for it.”98 The need of
the mother for her child, particularly if she was indeed an invalid, was
not considered. And the white woman who had owned the boy—who
had once thought him exchangeable for money—was promoted as his
best protector.

This pull and tug between parents and relatives and former slave-
holders was further complicated by the wants of freedchildren, which
were not always easy for bureau agents to discern, even less so for a
historian reading children’s secondhand testimony in the archives. The
possibility that freedchildren were coerced into testifying in favor of
the white person who claimed them was quite real. Recall that Mrs.
Elin anticipated the child William Fennison’s testimony against her but
blamed it on the efforts of Mrs. Wood to influence him. As we also saw
in the case of William Fennison, however, the boy testified that he did
not want to return to the Elins, where, he said, “he never got half
enough to eat and was beaten badly.” This, too, may have been true.
Particularly since the Elins were not kin to William, he may have been
reluctant to live with them, a poor working-class couple, instead of
Wood, who probably had plenty of food in her house. The choice of
leaving a well-stocked pantry for a household where food might at
times be scarce was perhaps not so difficult for an orphan to make.99

The charge of beatings might also have been true. Former slaves have
testified that physical punishment was a part of their child rearing, as
slaves and as freedchildren. Some historians have tied this to the psy-
chological effects of slavery on parents, others to the idea that parents
beat their children to teach them lessons that would preserve them from
something worse at the hands of whites. Physical punishment of chil-
dren was also part of child rearing among many white families.100

William’s loyalties (if they were, in fact, with Mrs. Wood), and those
of other freedchildren toward white guardians, reflect the complicated
nature of their childhood in the transition from slavery to freedom—the
choice between hunger and plenty of food, between more work or a lit-
tle less, and between unfamiliar surroundings or the place where they
were born. If many adult freedpeople confronted uncertainty in the first
days or weeks of freedom—whether to remain in a familiar place where
they could earn a living or leave in order to free themselves from former
owners—it must have been doubly confusing for freedchildren like Wil-
liam Fennison, without parents, to decide where to go and with whom
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to align themselves.101 The story of Pelagea Francis begins to explain the
predicament of some freedchildren after the war.

According to bureau agent William Cornelius in New Iberia, Louisi-
ana, he first encountered Pelagea on the plantation of Charles Las-
trapes. In a narrative reminiscent of those written by northern reformers
and missionaries in the South, Cornelius wrote that the girl caught his
attention because of the “filthy appearance of her person scarcely cloth-
ing enough to cover her nakedness and that very dirty and ragged and
her skin to all appearances had not seen water for many days.” Cor-
nelius asked Lastrapes to whom the girl belonged, and Lastrapes said
that Pelagea was an orphan with no one to take care of her, that her
mother had died and her father “deserted her at the commencement of
[the war]” (quite possibly, to enlist) and had since died. Cornelius asked
Lastrapes if he would take in the girl as an apprentice, “being ac-
quainted with the family for the past year” and finding them “among
the number of most Loyal Citizens minded as to the privilege of Freed-
men particularly as to the point of Education.” Lastrapes said he had
no use for the child himself but proposed that his widowed mother, “an
aged Lady of some 86 years,” should take her until the age of fifteen.
Cornelius did not authorize the apprenticeship until he had “visited The
Quarters of the Freed People to be positive that she Pelagea had no re-
lations living.” There he found “but one aged Freedwoman who claims
to be its God Mother but made no objections whatever” to binding the
child to Mrs. Lastrapes. The girl seemed happy in the arrangement, and
on subsequent visits Cornelius “found the child very neat and clean in
her appearance perfectly happy, playing with the white children of the
family.” But Cornelius’s rescue effort was nearly foiled by a woman
who appeared in his office claiming that Pelagea’s uncle had left the
child to her: “I immediately visited the Plantation again found the child
perfectly happy and questioned her and [away] from the family, if she
wished to leave Mrs. Lastrapes and go to New Orleans with this col-
ored woman, She immediately answered No!” While Cornelius was at
the plantation, the freedpeople there told him that the woman claiming
custody of Pelagea “has not the means of providing for her self but
wants it only for the benefit she may derive from it[,] child labour.”102

It is not clear from the record what happened to Pelagea, but most
likely she was allowed to remain with the Lastrapes. Her case reflects
how freedchildren, particularly orphans, could be caught between the
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familiar life of the plantation and the unfamiliar world beyond it, and
between former slaveholders, a bureau agent, and freedpeople. Al-
though the freedpeople living on the plantation advocated that she re-
main there, Cornelius’s description of Pelagea playing with “the white
children of the family” is reminiscent of many stories of slave children
who played with whites as children, stories that inevitably ended with
the black and white children parting ways when the black child was old
enough to work. Told by former slaves, stories of black and white chil-
dren playing together, then living separate and unequal lives, spoke of
the injustice of a racially divided society.103 But told by former slave-
holders, the same stories painted a picture of benevolent paternalism, of
“my family white and black.” Cornelius’s account, then, endorsed the
idea that former slaveholders might “raise” both. And, yet, Pelagea had
been dirty and untended until her apprenticeship to Lastrape’s mother,
that is, until she had been bound into a labor contract. The freedwoman
who tried to claim her may have wanted Pelagea for her labor, too. But
as a freedwoman with little money, she was not a good paternalist. And
Pelagea said she did not want to go to New Orleans.

The frequency with which children professed their reluctance to leave
white households or their white guardians (or captors), however, makes
many cases suspect. When Charles Joseph went to the bureau to com-
plain that his grandson Joe was being held against his grandfather’s
wishes by a white man named Thomas Kenefie, Joseph encountered
resistance similar to what the Elins confronted. Joseph explained to
the bureau agent that the boy’s parents had left him in his care and
that Kenefie was retaining the boy. Kenefie testified to the bureau that
Joe had lived with him the previous spring and had come back to Kene-
fie asking to be hired, explaining “that his grandfather not only used
him very harshly but that he actually nearly starved him, he also stated
that his parents never gave him up to him, and he does moreover pos-
itively state if he is forced to go back to live with him, that he will
drown himself.” The bureau ordered Kenefie to return the boy to his
grandfather, but Kenefie failed to comply. The agent explained to supe-
riors: “The boy always conceals himself when his Father and Grand-
father go after him and I firmly believe that Mr. and Mrs. Kenefie en-
courage the boy to do this.” He asked permission “to go and search
the house for the boy in order that he may be restored to his grand-
father.”104 Given Kenefie’s flair for melodrama and intrigue, his case ap-
pears fairly suspect. Placing his efforts to keep Joseph alongside other
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former slaveholders’ attempts to hold on to freedchildren suggests that
often former slaveholders were not telling the truth in their testimony to
bureau agents.

Freedchildren and their labor were the last thing former slaveholders
let loose in their struggle to maintain a compulsory system of black
labor. Even when children had been apprenticed by freedpeople to for-
mer slaveholders, the latter could fail to uphold their end of the agree-
ment and exploit the labor of the children by hiring them out, as if they
were still slaves. Such were the circumstances of three children—George
Washington, Isabella, and Alonzo—who had been apprenticed to Re-
villa McDonald after the death of their mother. Isabella Collins peti-
tioned for custody of the children (her niece and nephews) after it was
discovered that McDonald “has given up house-keeping and proposes
to hire the children out to other parties.” Even though McDonald’s plan
to violate a contract and “hire out” the children made it clear that she
was only interested in the profits she could make off of their labor, it
was Isabella Collins who was required by the bureau agent to substanti-
ate her claim as aunt and rightful guardian of the children with letters
of recommendation from her employers. The agent explained to one of
Collins’s recommenders, without a hint of irony, that he required the
letters from her employers “in order that injustice would not be done to
the children.”105

Like antebellum paternalism, then, this postemancipation strain was
rife with contradiction. Perhaps the most specious argument former
slaveholders offered for why they should have custody of black chil-
dren was that the children’s relatives wanted them only for their labor.
As we saw in the case of Porter, bureau agents could also be party to
this kind of criticism of freedpeople.106 But the accusation was even
more outlandish when it came from former slaveholders seeking cus-
tody of freedchildren. When Lucy Bowles appeared at Sarah Pulliam’s
house looking for her nieces Alice and Georgiana, for instance, Pulliam
insisted that the children rightfully belonged with her. “It is the first
time that Lucy Bowles has ever seen them,” she wrote, “and she says
she wants to have them to wait on her.” Pulliam insisted that the girls’
mother, on her deathbed, asked Pulliam “to keep and raise her chil-
dren.” “She [Lucy Bowles] did not want them then but now that [they]
can do a little such as set the table and wash dishes she wants them
and we are not willing for her to have them.” For her part, Bowles
explained to the agent that not only was she the aunt of the girls, but
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that they had grandparents living as well. It is not clear from the record
that Lucy Bowles succeeded in retrieving her nieces, though given the
agent’s initial order to Pulliam, Bowles may have been successful. Pul-
liam, however, continued to protest, and her response to the existence
of the children’s grandparents was no more charitable than her first let-
ter of complaint. “I do think we ought to be allowed to keep them until
they are grown for well I do know that if their relations get them they
will suffer for I know they will not get the treatment they now get.”107

We cannot know whether Pulliam was telling the truth about Alice
and Georgiana’s mother on her deathbed. But the records of the bureau
contain many examples of freedpeople leaving their children with for-
mer owners for a time, either informally or by contracting their labor,
until the parents or relatives could claim them. There was risk involved
in this, however. Often employers and former owners refused to give
freedchildren up, even after the contracts their parents signed for their
labor had expired. In other cases, employers suddenly moved or left
town, leaving parents and relatives unable to discover their children’s
whereabouts.108 Enoch Braston, in Mississippi, testified to the bureau
that he had been unable to retrieve three of his children from his former
master, John Heath. When he left the plantation to get medicine for one
of the children, Heath told him that if he came back, “he would put a
ball through me.” Braston was able to get his wife and four children
away from Heath but was still unable to get the other three and was
afraid to retrieve them. When he had tried to get them at Christmas,
“Heath said buzzards would pick my bones, Fanny Guy his stepdaugh-
ter had a doubled barreled gun & said she would shoot me if I came
into the yard.”109

Prince Durant suffered even more abuse when he tried to retrieve his
children. Durant testified before a bureau agent that he had left his
children in the care of a Mrs. Woodside in 1866 with the understand-
ing that she would keep them for one year. The children, Rose, Willie,
and Kate, were fourteen, nine, and seven, respectively, at the time of
Durant’s testimony. When Durant returned, Mrs. Woodside had died
and the children were living with her son, Edward. Durant went to the
Woodside residence with three other freedmen (possibly anticipating
resistance from the Woodsides). They were met by Woodside’s wife and
Louisa Lann, his aunt. Lann, inventing an apprenticeship contract on
the spot, said that Edward would keep the children until they were
twenty-one, despite Durant’s insistence that he made no such agreement.
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“Uncle you must recollect we are white here,” Mrs. Edward Woodside
said from an upstairs window, to which Durant replied from the yard,
“Madam I am not speaking about white or black, I only want my chil-
dren.” When Mrs. Woodside finally relented and told Louisa Lann to
turn over the children, Lann said, “No I’d rather die than let them go,”
suggesting an attachment that the children clearly did not share. When
Durant turned to leave, his children followed him. The whole party was
a few miles down the road when Edward Woodside came after them
with a shotgun and a constable. Woodside shot at Durant and missed.
Then they took Durant into custody, where he was beaten with a
hatchet, left tied up for hours, and fined. (The justice of the peace had
earlier refused to help Durant, according to the report, saying that he
“did not interfere between the negro and his master.”) In the meantime,
the children returned to the Woodside house. It is unclear when, or if,
Durant was able to get his children. The constable and Woodside, in
testimony to the local bureau agent, denied any wrongdoing.110

Freedwomen, too, encountered violence when they tried to retrieve
their children from former owners. The postmaster in New Town, Mar-
yland, wrote to military officials in 1864 that former slaveholders “are
threatening Mothers with the severest punishment if they come on their
premises.” One mother, in particular, was struck on the side of her head
when she tried to retrieve her sixteen-year-old son from her former
owner. At the time the boy was taken from her, she had already hired
him out to someone else for ten dollars a month.111 But more often,
perhaps, single freedwomen seeking custody of their children had to
combat representations of themselves as “loose” and unfit for mother-
hood.112 In the antebellum South, black women often were character-
ized by both male and female slaveholders either as faithful, maternal
“Mammies” or as “Jezebels,” that is, loose women responsible for the
sexual transgressions of white men. Both stereotypes served to justify
the system of slavery and mask the sexual exploitation of black women
by white men.113 But in the context of freedom, such characterizations
took on new meaning. At times bureau agents as well as former slave-
holders represented freedwomen as sexually promiscuous and irrespon-
sible in the context of custody battles over black children. What black
women faced in such instances was not a slaveholder justifying slavery
or sexual exploitation, but both former slaveholders and the state seek-
ing to deny them the right to raise their children, or the children of their
relatives.
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One bureau agent read the back-and-forth migration of freedwomen
from the countryside to New Orleans in search of work after the war
as evidence that they were all engaged in prostitution. Citing the “grow-
ing uneasiness and dissatisfaction” caused by “loose and imperfect do-
mestic relations,” freedwomen, in his view, sought comfort and income
elsewhere:

There is a large and increasing travel on the Railroad to New Orleans,
of colored people—a great proportion of them are females—They leave
their homes for the city on various pretenses, and are absent a few
weeks when in very many cases they return. It does not require great
acumen to see what has been the course of their lives, while they have
been away. Their new dresses and general flare and the pocket money
are to my mind unmistakable witnesses of the mode by which the
means have been obtained.114

Freedpeople had plenty of reasons to be “dissatisfied” after the war
other than “imperfect domestic relations” (injustice, poverty, and con-
tinued abuse to name a few), but what is more, the agent read black
women’s attempts at finding work and earning money in the city (where
domestic labor was in high demand) as signs of lascivious behavior.
These sorts of assumptions about black women, in turn, became quite
damaging when women sought the custody of their children. In at least
once instance, such characterizations appear in a child’s apprenticeship
contract, supervised by the bureau. Affy Harris was described in the
document as a “female of yellow color, aged about 10 years whose fa-
ther is unknown and whose mother, though living is unfit and unable to
raise, take care of, and educate her said child, being of lude and aban-
doned habits.”115

What we see in the records of the bureau, in instances in which black
women were seeking custody of children from former owners, is an in-
creasingly severe condemnation of black women as unqualified caretak-
ers. As slaves and as freedwomen, black women or “Mammies” were
considered maternal when they cared for white children, but not when
they cared for their own children. Like poor white women, black moth-
ers and their black children were not included in the cult of domesticity
found among white middle-class and planter-class women.116 A former
slave in New Orleans, for instance, recalled being whipped by his owner
because he had said to the mistress, “My mother sent me.” “We were
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not allowed to call our mammies ‘mother.’ It made it come too near the
way of the white folks.”117 After emancipation, however, when black
women could legally demand the right to care for their children, their
rights to motherhood were challenged in ways that those of wealthier
white women would not have been.

It seems the only black woman likely to receive praise for her good
character by her former owners in such disputes was a dead one, pro-
vided she had (by the former owner’s account) left her child in the care
of her mistress to “raise it as one of her own.”118 The aunt of a child
named Celeste was denied custody of the girl in favor of the former
owner of the child’s deceased mother. “The child in question was born
in the Doctor’s family her mother being the cook,” the agent explained,
deftly replacing the arrangements of slavery with the arrangements of
family. “This girl has been raised with the Doctor’s own children, conse-
quently is very much attached to the family.” According to the agent,
turning Celeste over to her aunt “would be hurling the child into the
very depths of perdition as Caroline LeBlanc bears anything but a good
name, and especially for chastity and virtue.” Celeste’s aunt, he wrote,
was also “a noted public character and a thief.”119 In another case, after
investigating the claims of a mother for her child (though he does not
say just how), the same bureau agent denied a woman custody of her
son when he “learned the boy’s mother is unfit to have care of him. She
being known as a drunkard, common thief, and worthless, that when
her boy is by his mother taken home he is abused and beat[en] and by
her made to steal in order that she may satisfy her appetite with liquor
and to live.”120

There seems to have been less questioning regarding the character
or morality of freedmen in struggles over freedchildren. Freedmen who
took their complaints before the bureau were characterized by those
consulted (freedpeople or whites who knew them) as either “industri-
ous,” “hard-working,” or simply too poor to support the children.
When a father sought custody of his children from their former owner
(the mother having died), the agent represented the man as being simply
unable to support and school them, but the woman he had since mar-
ried was believed to be “morally incapable of taking care of them.” The
agent decided that the former slaveholder ought to have custody, since
he and his family had “raised the children.” The bureau’s rules, how-
ever, made the rights of a parent tantamount, and in this case the chil-
dren were given over to their father.121
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Not only did former slaveholders and bureau agents sometimes rep-
resent black women as prostitutes and unfit mothers, but they also co-
erced children into their campaigns to destroy black women’s credibil-
ity. When a mother reported that her son was held against his will by a
man named Dodge the agent went to the home of Dodge and found the
twelve-year-old boy, “well dressed and clean and neat in appearance.”
The agent reported that the boy “refused in my presence to go with his
mother under any circumstance.” Even when agents declared in such
cases that they questioned the child away from relatives or parents, it is
very likely that former slaveholders bribed or threatened the children to
say they wanted to remain with them. Under slavery, slaveholders fre-
quently courted the affections of black children in efforts to undermine
slave parents’ authority.122 But in freedom, handling disputes over the
upbringing of black children often became the work of the state, and
black women also bore the brunt of the prejudices of local agents. The
agent sent the boy to the provost marshal, who decided (against the
rules of the bureau, which would have given custody to the mother)
that the child should remain with Dodge. “Dodge is a good man,” the
agent declared, adding, “I have since ascertained that the mother is an
inmate of a house of ill-fame in New Orleans.”123 The agent sought to
discredit the child’s mother by giving the role of caregiver to Dodge (the
child discovered at Dodge’s house, neat and pressed) and declaring the
woman a prostitute.

The very public nature of the claims against them made it especially
difficult for some black women seeking custody of their children. Black
women were the figures most likely to be seen working in the city
streets (going to the market for their employers, delivering laundry) and
traveling back and forth from city to country on a regular basis, work-
ing and then tending to children.124 Freedwomen’s visibility and daily
mobility as workers were often used against them when former slave-
holders and bureau agents challenged their competency as mothers.
This pattern of criticism is clear in the case of Virinda, a woman who
had been freed in 1863 by the federal government after providing in-
formation about “concealed weapons.” She then sought the custody of
two of her five children from her former owner, Joseph Soloman, and
filed suit against him before the provost marshal in New Orleans. She
had left the two children in the charge of her former owner until she
could find a new situation and a place to live. One of the children testi-
fied that she did “housework” for Soloman. Soloman brought forward
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witnesses who represented Virinda as “a lewd and abandoned woman”
who could not properly care for her children, who were “often in the
streets.” But by the accounts of a federal officer, she had worked hard
to secure a modest house for herself and her children and had been
trying for some ten months to regain custody of them. A seamstress
who knew her testified that Virinda had been “always at work for nine
months” and that she made enough money to support the other two
children. Two federal officers also testified on her behalf, agreeing that
she was employed for more than a year. One of Virinda’s children was
then put on the stand and insisted that she wanted to stay with her
white employers. “I often told Mr. Soloman that I did not want to go
back to my mother,” she said. “[I] did not tell anyone I wanted to leave.
I did not have enough to eat when I was with my mother,” raising,
again, hunger as a charge against a freedperson seeking custody against
the wishes of a white person.125 The child was under Soloman’s charge
at the time, so he could have threatened her with punishment should
she testify against him.

The judge in the case decided against Virinda, allowing the children
to remain with Soloman while giving visiting rights to their mother. Al-
though there was insufficient evidence against her character, the judge
said, he believed Virinda had failed to prove herself capable of caring
for all five children. The children were ordered to remain in the custody
of Soloman, who, according to the judge, “is admitted to be a fit and
proper person, and having ample means to care for the children.”126

Soloman, in turn, refused to permit Virinda, whom he described as a
“depraved creature,” to visit her children, and he had her arrested for
alleged “violent language” against him. She was released from prison
only after swearing that she would not visit Soloman’s house again. She
then placed her case before the commanding general in New Orleans,
whose decision does not appear in bureau documents. Virinda’s story il-
lustrates the obstacles black women faced in trying to obtain custody of
their children. Her status as a working woman was used against her, as
were her ardent demands for custody of her children. Those most able
to testify to her hard work, however, were other freed working women
like herself. In turn, she was displaced in her role as guardian of her
own children by her former owner, someone who had more money than
she did and who accused her of depravity when she resisted his appro-
priation of her children.

There are other historical lessons within Virinda’s story, however,
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lessons about freedom and free labor, and the relationship between the
two. By demanding that her children leave Soloman’s house, Virinda ar-
ticulated what freedom meant to her: that her children were her own.
But with emancipation had come the challenge of supporting her chil-
dren, so that her notions of freedom from her former owner had to ex-
ist side by side with the need to sustain herself and her dependents. Al-
though Virinda had left Soloman’s house with three of her children, her
other two children remained in his household until she could find work
and support them herself. Because of her dependent children, she moved
toward freedom in stages, using Soloman’s need for her children’s labor
to her advantage. They would have food and shelter in exchange for
their labor until she could take them into her own household. When
able, she demanded custody of her children and tried to separate them
from the household and conditions in which they had once been en-
slaved. Through contracting for her children’s labor, Virinda worked to-
ward full freedom from her former owner.

Freedwomen, in particular, used the apprenticeship system to their
advantage—that is, as both a survival strategy and a means through
which, eventually, to separate themselves and their children from the
context of their enslavement.127 In many cases women apprenticed their
children to former slaveholders, only to retrieve them once they had the
means to care for them again themselves. This arrangement, of course,
did not suit most former slaveholders, who intended to keep the chil-
dren, as the contract typically stated, until they were of age. At least one
Freedmen’s Bureau agent seemed to have understood what freedwomen
were doing. In the cases where mothers were seeking custody of their
children, he observed, often “the mother has left the plantation where
she and her children lived, and sought and found employment else-
where, and there made application for her children.” There are numer-
ous examples of freedwomen who put their mark on apprenticeship
agreements, binding their children to former slaveholders, but many of
these contracts were for such long periods (in some cases beginning
with infancy) that it is likely the women did not choose to sign or in-
tend to honor the contract.128 The same bureau agent noted, in fact,
that “as a general thing force has been used in making the mother sign
the agreement [that bound children until their majority],” and he usu-
ally took it upon himself to void such contracts and return the children
to their mothers.

But as with most bureau agents, the voiding of a contract, even if it
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may have been signed under coercion, was no small thing. If he found
that the mother had signed the agreement “voluntarily,” and was only
“induced to take them away through advice from designing persons,”
then the agent “allowed” the children to remain with the employer.129

In many cases, however, freedchildren’s labor was instrumental in freed-
people’s efforts to become independent from those who had once owned
them. Although they may have continued to work for their former own-
ers for a time, the labor freedchildren performed was an investment
their mothers made in the interest of completely dissolving the relations
of slavery. Louisa Howard left her son William Turner, binding him to
work for Ann Bassett on her plantation for a period of three years.
Howard returned to retrieve William before the end of the contract
period, and Bassett agreed to cancel the arrangement. In explanation for
retrieving the boy before the contract expired, Howard said that she
had not understood that he had been bound for any given period, “but
only until such a time as she would require his services and as that time
had come she claimed the boy.”130 Such a strategy was not unique to
freedwomen in the American South. Evidence from emancipations in
other slave societies suggests that freedwomen often left their children
behind for periods of time, while they went in search of better employ-
ment and economic independence elsewhere, usually in cities where
their skills as cooks and housekeepers were in demand.131

When they could, however, single or widowed freedwomen took their
children with them when they left in search of work. Ex-slave Henry
Reed, for instance, a child of twelve living on a plantation in Opelousas
in 1865, recalled that “there were lots of ’omens left their chellums,
when the sojers come. . . . I thank God my maw never left me.”132

Reed’s father had died in the war, leaving his mother to care for their
three boys. His mother was fortunate and was able to take her children
with her when she left the plantation for Morgan City, where she prob-
ably found work as a cook or housekeeper. In the testimony of former
slaves, the impetus for such a move was many times abuse and no
doubt fear. Carlyle Stewart, for instance, stayed with her mother on her
former owner’s plantation right after the war but remembered the abuse
her mother suffered from one of the plantation “bosses” after emanci-
pation. “I was only seven but I remember when Mr. Alfred kicked my
maw and make a big lump on her face.” After that, her mother, a seam-
stress, took Carlyle and her siblings to New Orleans in a flatcar.133 John
James, who had had a run-in with Klansmen in Louisiana, narrated his
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move from the plantation as a story of escape. He and his mother had
stayed on the plantation of their old master for a time after the war
ended. But after James was chased and threatened with a beating by
“white caps” when he was thirteen, mother and son left for the city:
“Mammy moved to Baton Rouge soon after dat and works as de house-
maid. (My pappy done die befo’ I ’member him.) Us stays dere two year
and I gits some little jobs and den goes to work for de railroad in
Sedalia.”134

The mothers of Carlyle Stewart and John James, as their grown chil-
dren told it, left behind abuse and the terrorizing work of groups like
the Klan when they left the plantation. But their mothers also broke the
claims of former slaveholders when they took their children away to
the city. Other freedwomen and freedmen, as we have seen, had to
move toward freedom more gradually. It is in the light of such difficult
choices, perhaps, that we can better understand the experiences of
Dorothula and Tillie Bell. Both stories survive, as most of the past does,
in brief scraps, through the words and in categories devised by others.
From short pieces of typescript we get only glimpses of the childhoods
of the two girls. The testimony of a white woman named Miss Tinsley,
interviewed by the Federal Writers’ Project, recalled the daily life of a
child named Dorothula, who was “Mis’ Hester’s colored girl.” Tinsley
said that when Dorothula “was a tiny female piccaninny with her hair
tied up in such a way as to remind one of a burnt-over stump field, her
mammy had given her to Mis’ Hester.” From the time she was ten,
Dorothula boarded with Hester, tending babies, washing dishes, and
sweeping porches.135 Dorothula’s mother is absent in the woman’s story,
except as the person who relinquishes her child to a white woman. In
the terms of the white woman who told it, Dorothula was “given” to
the woman who employed her, a term she most likely heard the em-
ployer herself use. Though she was not an orphan, by Tinsley’s account
she became one when she entered the employ of Miss Hester. If we con-
sider the evidence of other freedwomen’s efforts to raise their children,
then Dorothula’s mother perhaps believed Miss Hester’s household
would be the best place to leave her child, the best way to raise her, at
least until something better could be arranged.

Tillie Bell’s story is even briefer, preserved in the typescript of a
“work song” transcribed by an employee of the Federal Writers’ Proj-
ect. Tillie Bell, a former slave or the child of slaves, shared with her vis-
itors a song that she had learned in childhood from her mother. “My
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ma used to sing this to us,” she said. “They used to sing it on the plan-
tation.” The song was both spare and full of meaning:

You work me all the year long and gine me an old faden
handkerchief

You work me all the year long and gine me an old faden
handkerchief

You work me all the year long and gine me an old faden
handkerchief136

In the lines, repeated one after another, was a commentary on planta-
tion labor and economic injustice, voicing the sharp grief of laboring for
a full year to receive only a token in payment. The distance between
Bell’s childhood and her mother’s life on the plantation was implicit—
“the plantation” was a place Bell did not know, or at least not well
enough to have sung the song herself. Implied, too, was the contrast be-
tween the slaveholder’s handkerchief and the demands of black people
after emancipation to be justly compensated for their labor, between a
paternalist’s mere token and a fair wage. Sung to her free child, the song
was a mother’s pointed response to a brutal system in which trinkets
had been exchanged for backbreaking work. It was a lesson, that is, on
the difference between slavery and freedom.
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Schooling
We Ought to Be One People

The lessons that André Grégoire gathered about freedom
had not come from plantation work songs. But in early November
1868, at the age of twenty-five, Grégoire arrived in Houma, Louisiana
(a town south of New Orleans surrounded by sugar plantations) to re-
ceive his teaching assignment at a school for former slaves. He had left
New Orleans for Haiti nine years earlier, leaving behind the racial re-
pressions and limitations of the late antebellum South, and the company
of his schoolmates at the Catholic Institution. After his departure, his
friends addressed several letters to him in Port-au-Prince. Recall, for in-
stance, that John Blandin had asked Grégoire “if you are glad to live
there.” “As to ourselves,” Blandin had explained, “our situation is
growing worse every day.” He wanted to know whether it was “good”
in Haiti or at least better than in Louisiana.1 That was a question Gré-
goire had hoped to answer when he sailed for Port-au-Prince. (Before
Haiti, there had been Mexico. André’s father had gone with an associ-
ate on a scouting trip to Veracruz in 1857 before deciding against mov-
ing his family there.)2 Although what Grégoire experienced in Haiti is
not certain, his stay there seems to have hinged on the situation in Lou-
isiana. In the fall of 1866, at the age of twenty-three—after slavery’s
abolition and the Civil War’s end—André Grégoire left Port-au-Prince
on the Billy Butts bound for New Orleans.3

Grégoire may have left Louisiana as a student, but he returned an ar-
tisan, in the tradition of free men of color in New Orleans. His class-
mate, John Blandin, had written in his letter addressed to Port-au-Prince
that André was working in the English consul’s office in Haiti. But on
the passenger list of the Billy Butts, Grégoire’s occupation reads “car-
penter,” a trade into which he followed his father.4 By 1868, however,
Grégoire was ready to take up the difficult and dangerous occupation of
teacher to former slaves in rural Terrebonne Parish.5 Many teachers in
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schools for freedpeople, particularly those in rural areas, had already
encountered resistance from local white populations. Some had been
kidnapped, others shot at and otherwise generally discouraged. Accord-
ing to an agent for the American Home Missionary Society, the white
inhabitants of Terrebonne Parish had expressed their opposition to
schools for freedpeople in violent ways. In testimony before Congress in
1865, the agent reported that in Terrebonne “one colored school-house
had been torn down and another burned after the withdrawal of the
troops.”6

Not only was Grégoire taking a potentially dangerous post, but he
also had accepted a poorly paid one, despite the fact that he seems to
have arrived in Houma with little money. The agent reported, with
some consternation, that Grégoire “had not the means to pay” his stage
fare from the train station and that a conveyance also had to be found
to take Grégoire to the school on the Bisland Plantation, to which he
had been assigned. The bureau agent, M. W. Morris, had requested
some months before “a male teacher col’d.” “It is the universal desire
on the Plantation and as he can only be accommodated by people of
that class.”7 (Accommodations had been especially difficult to secure
for white teachers in rural areas of the South because white families of-
ten refused them room and board.)8 Given Grégoire’s meager finances,
however, he must have been especially dismayed to learn that he would
not be receiving a government salary. “Mr. Gregoír [sic] seems to be
very dissatisfied,” Morris reported. “He said he was made to under-
stand The Govt would pay him a salary of $50.00 per month and he
would not have to depend on the Pupils.” “I replied in the negative,”
Morris explained. “But he has finally concluded to take the school, and
I told him if I found him efficient in his duties I would recommend his
receiving some assistance from the Bureau.”9

Grégoire was not alone among schoolteachers needing aid, since by
1868 in Louisiana there was little or nothing to support teacher salaries
outside of the small tuition paid by freedpeople themselves. When Gré-
goire reached Houma, a system of schools for freedpeople had been in
operation for four years, since the establishment of a board of educa-
tion in the Department of the Gulf by General Nathaniel P. Banks in
1864.10 (It was this system that the sale of Rosa’s and Rebecca’s photo-
graphs, and their tour in the Northeast, helped to support.) By the end
of 1865, there were reportedly 150 schools established in the state, with
some 14,000 black children enrolled.11 But when the board schools
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were turned over to the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865, it soon became
clear that supporting them financially would be difficult. Banks had in-
tended that the schools be supported by a general tax, but it had met
much opposition and failed to bring in sufficient funds. Freedpeople
then asked that they be taxed to support the schools, which led to a 5
percent tax on wages in rural areas and a tuition system ($1.50 or less
per student) in towns. The system of schools for freedpeople in southern
Louisiana soon declined, because of the inability of most freedpeople to
regularly contribute to a teacher’s salary.12 Throughout the rural par-
ishes, teachers lamented that they would no longer be able to keep their
schools open because they had no means to support themselves.13 The
bureau’s schools for freedchildren in Louisiana were rescued from ex-
tinction, however, in large part, by benevolent and missionary societies’
stepped-up efforts and by the Republican state legislature, which passed
a new state constitution in 1868. By 1869, some 16,000 black pupils
were enrolled in bureau schools, although the state’s superintendent of
education reported that more than one-half of the “colored children” in
Louisiana still did not even have minimal schooling.14

Grégoire must have performed well at the Bisland Plantation, be-
cause in the following month’s report the agent made an application
for assistance from the bureau on his behalf.15 At this point, however,
André Grégoire slips away again from the record.16 Yet the knowledge
that he returned to New Orleans from Haiti and (at least for a time)
dedicated himself to the education of freedpeople, with little monetary
compensation, is significant. The search for a good country took him, a
free boy of color, out of the antebellum South and toward Haiti—a na-
tion that had been a beacon of freedom for many free people of color
before the Civil War.17 But the search also led him back to Louisiana,
after the Civil War and the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment abol-
ishing slavery. That he opted to teach at a Freedmen’s Bureau school
might be a sign that he intended to convey his transatlantic view of
racial struggle to the children of former slaves. But it most certainly
points to the political value of freedchildren’s education—in ideology
and practice—and its importance for the future of people of color, for-
merly slave and free. Indeed, the politically organized and well-educated
Afro-Creoles who had taught Grégoire (himself an Afro-Creole) would
make public schooling an essential part of their campaign for racial
equality after the Civil War. It is to their struggle on behalf of black chil-
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dren’s education, in concert with the efforts of former slaves, that we,
like André Grégoire, must return.

We have seen how the black child figured into the politics of ante-
bellum migration for free people of color, and the meanings invested
in freedchildren and their futures by reformers, freedpeople, and for-
mer slaveholders. But perhaps the most encompassing discussions of
the future after slavery came in the form of arguments about freedchil-
dren’s education. After the Civil War, black children gained a new role
in southern society when their access to schooling became the subject
of legislative sessions and editorial columns, and when freedpeople or-
ganized to raise school funds for their children throughout the rural
South. Freedpeople, formerly free people, and their allies viewed educa-
tion as fundamental to the political and economic future of all people of
color after emancipation. But daily struggles over freedchildren’s educa-
tion also made their schools targets for the Ku Klux Klan, the White
League (a Louisiana organization akin to the Klan), and less organized
attacks on schoolhouses, teachers, and students. Throughout the South
after the Civil War, the creation of schools for the education of freed-
children was met with fierce, often violent opposition. These schools
not only challenged the professed superiority of the white race but also
threatened the existence of a permanent, unschooled black labor force.18

Although such battles occurred throughout the postbellum South, it
was in southern Louisiana, and specifically New Orleans, that opposing
interests in the struggle over freedpeople’s education voiced the most ex-
pansive ideas about the racial future of the South and the nation, and
about relations between blacks and whites after slavery. This was due,
largely, to a politically organized, relatively prosperous, and highly edu-
cated population of formerly free people of color. Many of the same
Afro-Creoles who had supported and instructed students at the Catho-
lic Institution carried forward their ideals about education and racial
equality into the political arena of the postemancipation South. Most of
the black political leaders in Louisiana after the Civil War came from
the antebellum population of free people of color, and many of these
were Afro-Creoles. During Reconstruction, Afro-Creole leaders pressed
for equal rights for all blacks in Louisiana, not just those of the for-
merly free population—rights that included equal access to education.19

As they had with the Catholic Institution, Afro-Creole activists viewed
education in the public schools as critical to the creation of an equal
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society. (It was this conviction, too, that likely led to André Grégoire’s
decision to teach in a school for freedpeople in Terrebonne Parish.) Al-
though the activities of Afro-Creole women were not as often recorded,
they also organized themselves and worked for the cause of freedpeo-
ple’s education. An advertisement in the New Orleans Tribune in 1865
(a newspaper established in 1864 and edited largely by Afro-Creoles)20

announced a fair to raise money for the Orphans Industrial and Educa-
tional Home for the Children of Freedmen. The fair’s organizers—a list
that included the wives of many of the prominent Afro-Creole leaders—
invited “all benevolent persons and friends of progress” to contribute.21

In addition, New Orleans was the only southern city that succeeded
in integrating some of its schools between 1871 and 1877, thus making
it the only place in the South to experience school segregation and de-
segregation in both the nineteenth and the twentieth century.22 The Lou-
isiana Constitutional Convention of 1868, at which at least half of the
delegates were formerly free men of color, created a state constitution
that ordered the public schools to be open to all children, irrespective of
race, color, or previous condition.23 The political connections and expe-
rience of the city’s free people of color, and their choice to throw their
lot in with former slaves, made such legislation possible. Although the
law applied to the whole state, the only possible place to implement
it was New Orleans, where the population of black children was dis-
persed throughout the city and the concentration of both schools and
population was relatively high.24

Some historians have argued that the racial composition and history
of racial interaction in New Orleans made it unique, and therefore
not “representative” of the rest of the South. Indeed, in other southern
states, the idea of integrated education in the nineteenth century was
seldom entertained or attempted.25 Yet this “unrepresentative” place
held the opening scenes in a national story about racial segregation,
most notably the landmark U.S. Supreme Court case Plessy vs. Fergu-
son (1896). The Plessy case challenged the “Separate Car” laws and
ended in the Supreme Court’s endorsement of segregation based on
the argument that “separate but equal” facilities were not unconstitu-
tional.26 The members of the Comité de Citoyens, or Citizens’ Commit-
tee, which organized Homer Plessy’s challenge to segregation on rail-
cars, were Afro-Creoles. Although the Plessy case was testament to the
radicalism and the political organization of the Afro-Creoles in New
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Orleans, it was not their first legal challenge to the postbellum segrega-
tion of southern society. Public debates and court cases fighting the seg-
regation of public schools at the end of Reconstruction, led by Afro-
Creoles, preceded Plessy by more than a decade. As historian C. Vann
Woodward argued, segregation “in racial and universal form” did not
happen immediately with the end of slavery. Rather, “before it appeared
in that form there transpired an era of experiment and variety in race
relations of the South in which segregation was not the invariable
rule.”27 Indeed, as the fight over “mixed schools” in New Orleans well
illustrates, there were fervent efforts against segregation, and successful
experiments in integration—proof that the system of Jim Crow that
eventually claimed the South was far from inevitable.28

The battles over the segregation of public schools (like similar battles
a hundred years later) were struggles over both space and time. While
proponents fought to sustain integrated or (in the words of the Afro-
Creole leaders) “common” schools—spaces defined not by race but by
function—they also made fervent arguments about the negative, long-
lasting consequences of segregation for the future of black and white
people in the United States. They saw in 1867—the year the South en-
tered the Radical phase of Reconstruction—the forward edge of an op-
portunity, the squandering of which would leave black Americans far
short of equal in southern, and American, society. But opponents of
“mixed schools” (the more negative term those opponents most often
used) saw the future there, too, but a future that held dark prospects for
the white race—especially the poorest whites. Unable to attend “mixed”
public schools, this argument went, poor white children would be left in
poverty and ignorance, while black children learned their letters.

In fact, the contest over “mixed” or “common” schools reflected
many of the issues that slave emancipation had raised: the prospect of
public education in the South, for black as well as white children; the
struggles against racial discrimination in public spaces (a fight in which
the Afro-Creoles of New Orleans were in the vanguard); the fears of
“miscegenation” on the part of white southerners (fears that Rosa’s face
had once raised for many northerners) and the threat it posed to the fu-
ture of the “Anglo-Saxon” nation; the concerns of reformers and politi-
cians that integration would bring an end to public education and jeop-
ardize the cause of “civilization” in the South; the fears of some poor
whites that their children would fall behind black children because they
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refused to attend the same schools; and the desires of freedpeople (who
were on both sides of the segregation issue, it seems) for their children
to learn the skills to make them independent from whites.

At stake in the struggle over where the black child would be edu-
cated, according to the contenders in this fight, was the significance of
race in the postbellum South and the future of race in the United States.
The debates over the education of black children and the threat it alleg-
edly posed to the schooling of poor (or at least nonelite) white children
—debates that occurred at the local, state, and national levels—moved
quickly from discussions of black children’s education to the scope of
American citizenship, the long-term effects of segregation, and the de-
fense of the white man’s “birthright.” If the words “children” and “child-
hood” disappeared in the ornate language of political debate, it was be-
cause they often ceased to be separate, ideologically, from the ideas pol-
iticians, government officials, editors, and freedpeople articulated. In
political discourse, the education of the black child became an extended
metaphor for the future of the South, a metaphor that contained com-
peting claims for civil rights, black equality, and white supremacy.

The debate over the education of black children in Louisiana offi-
cially began with a session of the Louisiana legislature called by Major
General N. P. Banks in Union-occupied New Orleans in 1864. The as-
sembly’s purpose, at President Lincoln’s prescription, was to draft a new
constitution that would abolish slavery in the state and clear the way
for Louisiana’s readmission into the Union, in an effort to salvage the
battered southern economy and restore order.29 (The enslaved of Louisi-
ana, by this point, had been emancipated through federal proclama-
tion.) The delegation at the convention was all-white, elected by white
male citizens who had taken the “ironclad” oath of loyalty to the Union
and had lived in the state for at least a year. Its members did not come
exclusively from the planter class, however. A large number came from
New Orleans (sixty-three delegates, from a total of ninety-eight) and
represented the concerns of the city’s white residents: artisans, mer-
chants, and the working classes. In turn, the convention passed legisla-
tion that favored small farmers, artisans, and laborers, seeking relief
from the overbearing interests of the planter class. The moderate Union-
ism that guided many of these delegates, however, although it included
the abolition of slavery, was largely opposed to any further advance-
ment of black people’s interests.30

Considerable time on the convention floor was devoted to the ques-
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tion of whether or not the state government should be responsible for
the education of freedchildren. Major General Banks, head of the De-
partment of the Gulf, had already issued an order establishing a district
system of schools for freedchildren throughout the state.31 Nevertheless,
the argument over taxpayer support of black children’s education sur-
faced throughout the constitutional debates of 1864. Former slave-
holder Edmund Abell was the loudest voice in the delegation speaking
for the interests of the planter class. Abell resisted the idea that emanci-
pation was on the horizon, or even that the convention’s main legisla-
tive task was to abolish slavery. (He offered, in the course of his speech
making, various plans for gradual emancipation that he argued would
be more fair to “masters” than immediate abolition.) Abell opposed any
legislation that would allow the “property” of slaveholders to be un-
justly “torn” from them and that same “property” then educated at
their owner’s expense.32 (Abell refused to cede to the opposition until
the final vote on emancipation had passed, and he expressed his annoy-
ance with the education debate that preceded it as “quibbling over the
education of slave children.”)33 He also framed the prospect of educat-
ing black children in terms of a race war: “The question is upon the ed-
ucation of the black children, and, sir, here is one who will never vote
for it. Never will I vote for a measure that will imbrue the hands of the
people in blood.”34

Another representative, Alfred C. Hills (an editor who had come to
the South as a writer for the New York Herald and an ally of General
Banks), responded to Abell’s dark premonitions about the education of
black children with some of his own:

I tell you the way to prevent them [from taking revenge on whites] is to
educate them. (Applause.) . . . In my opinion it [is] our duty, as a matter
of self-preservation, to educate this race. It is a matter of preservation
for all of us to do them justice, because a race that has for ages and gen-
erations suffered injustice, may at last revolt against it. . . . Do the ne-
gro justice and you place between you and insurrection an impenetrable
shield. Do them justice and they will never imbrue their hands in your
blood, even if they should become stronger, which they never will and
never can.35

By his own admission, Hills was not concerned about the prospect of
racial equality: “I believe that the white race is the dominant race in this
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country, and always will be.”36 The educated black child, however,
would serve as a buffer to protect the white race from the aggression
of former slaves. From the beginning, then, black children’s education
was often viewed by white politicians in terms of how it would affect
white people. Schooling for black children would cause a race war, or it
would stave off one, but it would not be, in these politicians’ view,
about the interests of the black child, but rather, the white race.

If his tales of bloody resistance to the education of black children
came from his allegiance to the slaveholding class, Abell also spoke for
slaveholders in his disregard for public education in general. “In old
Kentucky, my native State, for one hundred years, they were without
public schools, and the country produced many of the noblest men in
the land.”37 In response to Abell’s disdain for public education, the
other delegates also seized the opportunity to argue in favor of the poor
white child. Hills responded to Abell’s dismissal of public education by
suggesting that the Civil War would never have happened had not “the
mass of the people [in the South]—not the blacks, but the whites—the
‘poor white trash’ as they were called” been “kept down in a state of ig-
norance by the slaveocracy that rules and oppresses them.” Because of
“the general diffusion of intelligence” in the North, Hills argued, north-
erners were loath to enter into a war. The South would have never un-
dertaken such a rebellion, he said, if “the children of the poor as well as
the rich” had been educated.38

The debate over the education of black children, then, also pivoted
on the neglected opportunities of the poor white child. Although some
southern states—Louisiana, North Carolina, Alabama, and Kentucky—
had public school systems in place before the Civil War, the notion of
tax-supported common schools remained unpopular throughout most
of the South until after the war.39 The city of New Orleans had one
of the more extensive public school systems in the South, launched in
1842. The Louisiana system, created five years later, grew out of the
success of the New Orleans schools. But even the state system had
limited reach, given the isolation of outlying parishes, entrenched politi-
cal corruption, and lack of support from taxpayers.40 With emancipa-
tion, however, the prospect of schooling for black children illuminated
the clouds of “ignorance” that had been the climate of working-class,
especially rural, white southern childhoods, for generations. Indeed, the
story of freedpeople’s determination to educate themselves and their
children has often been told along with a story about working-class
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whites’ inability to ensure the education of their own children. As
W. E. B. Du Bois noted in his landmark book Black Reconstruction in
America (1935), “The first great mass movement for public education
at the expense of the state, in the South, came from Negroes.”41 Histori-
ans have argued that poor whites failed to push for the education of
their own children because they bowed under the pressure of the planter
class, a class on which small farmers depended economically, and a class
that did not support the education of laborers, black or white.42 Such
pressure was especially difficult to confront as long as the planter class
controlled the appropriation of state funds.43 In fact, poor whites in the
South would not launch an organized campaign for universal education
until the Populist movement of the late nineteenth century. And it was
not until the turn of the century that child labor reformers successfully
lobbied for funding for the education for poor whites, in part by argu-
ing that without it, African Americans would become more educated
than whites. It was an argument divorced from reality but it was none-
theless effective.44

In the 1864 convention, even though many legislators professed to
have no “fear” of “the African,” they did have a fear of an educated
black population and an uneducated white one, a possibility already
raised by the school system established by General Banks, which de-
voted most of its energies to schools for freedpeople. The federally
sponsored education of the poor black child pointed toward the ne-
glected education of the poor white and the alarming idea, in the view
of these legislators, that the “supremacy” of the white race was at stake.
Some members argued against state support for the education of black
children because of a perceived threat to the future of the white child.
Representative C. Henry Gruneberg (according to the census, a success-
ful “horse trader” from Lafourche Parish) said his constituents feared
“that the orders of the commanding general [Banks] which provide for
the education of the colored before the white ones might be followed up
by laws from this assembly which would destroy the birth-right of the
white man.”45 For Gruneberg and his constituents, immediate emanci-
pation seemed to promise that black children (and eventually the black
race) would overtake white ones. (He favored instead, he said, a plan
for emancipation in the year 1900.) Another delegate, R. King Cutler, a
conservative Unionist, said he supported the abolition of the “odious
provisions” of Louisiana law in regard to slavery and was in favor of
educating freedpeople, but not in “doing so hastily.” Cutler did not
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want to see the imposition of any educational duties upon the legisla-
ture except those that would educate “the superior race of man—the
white race.”46 Imposing a tax on “loyal men,” Cutler said—thus charg-
ing the legislature with the maintenance of free public schools for black
children—“[would] be imposing an obligation on the loyal people im-
possible for them to bear. It is all they can do to get the necessaries of
life and educate the white race at present.”47 Another delegate agreed
that white people were only responsible for their own, declaring, “I will
never tax white men to educate negro children.”48

The opposition that delegates like Abell and Cutler set up between
black children and the white race occurred frequently in the political
rhetoric of those opposed to the black child’s education. At the very mo-
ment when many legislators were desperate to draw lines between black
and white children, however, they also created a more pointed relation-
ship between the two, one that would become yet more complicated, as
we will see, with debates over school segregation. The amendment fi-
nally agreed upon was deliberately vague with regard to where the taxes
for free public schools would come from—“the Legislature shall pro-
vide for the education of all children . . . by maintenance of free public
schools by taxation or otherwise”—but did guarantee the legislature
would provide instruction for “all children” of the state.49

Freedpeople chose not to wait for the goodwill of legislators before
they began setting up their own schools, particularly in places where a
bureau school had not yet been established. Their determination to see
their children educated astonished even their most ardent advocates.
When the school board in Louisiana temporarily suspended collection
of the 5 percent school tax, thus promising the closure of schools for
freedchildren, Major General E. R. S. Canby received a petition signed
by and on behalf of ten thousand freedpeople asking for the tax to be
reinstated.50 In a resolution sent to Canby by freedpeople of East Baton
Rouge Parish, they insisted: “The valuable schools now established for
our children are in danger of being terminated for lack of means with
which to continue them” and pleaded with the general to reinstate the
tax. Their “safety,” the freedpeople declared, depended upon “a devel-
opment of the principles fostered in the schoolroom,” and they argued
that “true manhood and education go hand in hand each to support the
other.”51 The strength of freedpeople’s activism was witnessed firsthand
by the superintendent of schools in Baton Rouge, while he was attend-
ing another mass meeting related to the school tax. “I requested that all
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who were in favor of supporting the school for their children by a sys-
tem of ‘taxation’ . . . to stand on their feet. The house was crowded to
over flowing, probably 1,000 were present, and every man and woman
stood erect. I say erect and I mean it too, for the motion was received
with a shout, and the house fairly trembled.”52

President Andrew Johnson refused to reinstate the tax, thus cutting
off the largest source of funding for freedpeople’s schools. In response,
freedpeople established their own associations to fund schools, like
the Louisiana Relief Association, that aimed to promote the education
of black children who could not afford to pay for schooling. Private
schools also opened wherever possible, and in New Orleans the num-
ber of black students in private schools outnumbered those in bureau
schools.53 Indeed, teachers and bureau agents often noted freedpeople’s
extraordinary will to educate their children.54 Throughout the South,
freedpeople contributed their labor and what small moneys they could
afford to building schoolhouses and hiring teachers. As historian Her-
bert Gutman suggested, the success of freedpeople’s education depended
upon “much more than either Yankee benevolence or federal largesse.”
The “communal values” freedpeople had developed under the system of
slavery made the education of their children possible. In some cases,
even those people who did not have children of their own to send to
school insisted on contributing their labor and their money. Freedpeople
in South Carolina who did not have enough money for a schoolhouse
decided to set aside a piece of land to cultivate and “devote all its
produce to the schools.” And, at school meetings, freedpeople urged
their fellows to contribute what they could—“each putting in according
to his means”—so that the children of widows would have as much
opportunity as other children.55 Such cooperation was not unbroken,
however, particularly under the strain of poverty. There were reports
of freedpeople resisting the 5 percent tax on their earnings to pay for
schools. Sometimes they did not know why their employer withheld
part of their wages until an agent of the bureau explained it to them.56

In other cases, freedpeople without children did not wish to be taxed to
support the schools. And disputes arose among parents when bureau
teachers admitted some students at full tuition and allowed others, with
smaller means, to pay less or nothing.57 The necessity for a statewide
government-funded school system was all too apparent to teachers like
André Grégoire (who had hoped to receive a government salary for his
efforts) so that teachers need not depend upon students for support.
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What the mass meetings and other efforts on the part of freedpeople
signified (indeed what white opposition to freedchildren’s education sig-
nified, too) is that with emancipation, the futures of black children took
on new importance. No longer the property of the planter class with
a dollar value attached, freedpeople’s children had become fully their
own. As we have already seen, the economic value of freedchildren, as
workers, was a crucial part of freed families’ survival. But black chil-
dren and their education were also a source of political strength, a way
out of illiteracy, and a security against the devious nature of planters
and managers who would cheat those who could not read and cipher.
As one freedman from Louisiana explained, “Leaving learning to your
children was better than leaving them a fortune; because if you left
them even five hundred dollars, some man having more education than
they had would come along and cheat them out of it all.”58

Concern for the status of white children, however, underwrote much
of the political violence in opposition to freedchildren’s education. For
many working-class whites, especially, freedchildren’s schools raised the
possibility that black children might achieve a status equal to that of
white children—or worse, still, in their view, a generation of black chil-
dren better educated than white children.59 Former slave Elizabeth Hite,
still a child at emancipation, had personal experience with the hostility
of poor whites. When she was a child, missionaries had come to her
community to open Sabbath schools in an effort to educate freedpeople
and were met by a band of whites determined to shut the school down.
As she recalled:

White people teached de school. Dere was religious people tryin to git
de slaves [freedpeople] to go to chirch but some kind of riders came
along an tol dem dat dey must not teach niggers. I heahed of de Ku
Klux Klans in Texas. Dey didn’t com whar I lived [in Louisiana]. Dese
riders didn’t wear anything over dere faces or heads. Dey was jest lak
ev’ryday people. Dey was nothin but de po’ white trash. Dese was de
people who had nothin.60

They had nothing, perhaps, except their identity as white people, and in
the South (as elsewhere) that was worth something. If white workers
failed to acknowledge their common economic interest with freedpeo-
ple, they also chose not to recognize public education as a common
cause with the black working class.61 In turn, the education of the black
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child, like the freedman’s vote, was a force that white people, regardless
of class, often united against in order to prevent black equality from be-
coming a reality.62

Black children’s education, in this light, was a ground for political
struggle and negotiation as surely as electoral battles and labor disputes.
When testifying before the Joint Committee on Reconstruction in 1866
(hearings called before Congress to address reports of the continued
abuse of freedpeople in the South), Thomas W. Conway, an assistant
commissioner with the Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiana, observed that
most of the southern white population was “more hostile to the estab-
lishment of schools than they were to freedpeople owning land.” Local
whites had already broken up several schools where he worked, and in
other parishes, after the withdrawal of Federal troops, “the freedmen’s
school-houses . . . were, before night, burnt or pulled down, the schools
disbanded, and the teachers frightened away.”63 A black female teacher
named Edmonia Highgate, from New York, reported from her post in
Vermillionville, Louisiana, in the midst of this kind of violence: “God
has wondrously spared me. There has been much opposition to the
School. Twice I have been shot at in my room.” She lived, she said, un-
der constant threat of having the school and house where she boarded
burned down around her.64 Other teachers were not even so fortu-
nate. Many were kidnapped (these were most often male teachers) and
whipped or beaten by Klansmen or White Leaguers.65 Other times, the
perpetrators were simply classed by observers as “ruffians,” like those
in East Feliciana who arrived in dark of night painted up in blackface,
kidnapped the teacher, a “colored” man, and nearly killed him.66 When
a young female teacher working in Donaldsonville, Louisiana, was mur-
dered by a local militia “patrol” (it was deemed an “accident” by local
authorities), the Republican New Orleans Tribune augured that “the
record of the teachers of the first colored schools in Louisiana will be
one of honor and blood.”67

Not every nonwealthy white person who opposed the education of
black children joined an organization. There was Mrs. Hyland, for in-
stance, a woman who practiced her own outrages upon a schoolhouse
in New Orleans. She was reported to be a “strong secessionist” and fre-
quent abuser of “Unionists,” with one son in the rebel army and the
other living in the city who supported her. Hyland went into a “col-
ored school” near the house where she boarded, abused the teachers,
and threw stones and bricks into the schoolroom.68 There was William
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Savage, too, a man brought into provost court on charges that he had
used “incendiary language” with regard to a “colored school.” Testify-
ing against Savage were a woman named Esther and a man named Al-
fred Johnson, both “colored.” Johnson said that he had seen some chil-
dren (their race was not specified) playing with fire in front of the col-
ored schoolhouse. Johnson told the children to put the fire out, that
they could “do damage,” to which Savage replied that they were chil-
dren and would not hurt anything. Esther testified to the same, explain-
ing that Savage told the children the fire ought to be put in the school-
yard, and that the schoolhouse ought to be brought down, since “it
would make a damned fine light for the city.” Esther also testified that
she had seen Savage often in front of the engine house, where he was
employed to run the fire engine.69

Much of the resistance to black children’s education took the form of
smaller, daily discouragements: a former slaveholding family trying to
convince their workers not to pay the school tax; townspeople refusing
to offer board to schoolteachers; white boys and grown men throwing
stones at freedchildren or letting their dogs loose to terrorize the chil-
dren on their walk to school.70 Yet because they had not been whipped
up by a swearing mob, their violence and aggression seem more articu-
late than anything the White League might have orchestrated. Alone,
they did not destroy a black school. Instead, their actions were in pro-
test of what those schools represented: an overturning of the antebellum
social order and a threat to the dominance of white people.

Many white commentators also saw the education of black children
as a threat to their own mastery of the economy. If the black working
class became educated, these whites believed, the economic order in
the South would be disastrously upended. There was the southern edu-
cator we encountered earlier, for instance, who warned that “the sable
pickaninny, that has to do his grammar and arithmetic, will leave your
boots unblacked and your horse uncurried.”71 Such an upending, some
feared, might even endanger the privileged childhoods of planters’ chil-
dren, sending them into a world without servants where the labor once
done by black children would have to be done by white children them-
selves. Nuns who ran a school for wealthy white girls in rural Louisi-
ana, for instance, were inspired to adapt the girls’ education to such a
course of events at the end of the Civil War. “Foreseeing the future,” the
nuns reported in their house journal, “we judged it best to initiate these
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pupils into the new position in life which Divine Providence destined for
them, by teaching them to do the work formerly left to the slaves.” The
nuns divided their charges into teams and instructed them in “all kinds
of manual and household work,” setting them to chores in the kitchen
and to dishwashing and ironing. “And these occupations filled not the
class periods,” the nuns reported, “but the time formerly given to piano
lessons, practice of music and art. The children brought energy and
courage to these novel occupations, as their mothers are doing in the
midst of the severest reverses of fortune.”72 Most of their students
would be spared hard labor because black children, by necessity, took
up the cleaning rags and pressing irons that for a short time seemed to
threaten the childhoods of wealthy white children. But the nuns, inad-
vertently perhaps, made the point that the wealth and privilege of many
white children, in fact, rested upon the “manual and household” labor
of black ones.

That the schooling of black children was as much an economic issue
as a political one, there is little doubt. Some freedpeople refused to sign
labor contracts unless planters made schooling available for their chil-
dren. And some planters, in efforts to recruit laborers, set up schools by
their own volition. The black child’s education, in such cases, became
for planters an economic investment that would sustain their labor
force.73 But while some planters recognized that schools on their prop-
erty would attract workers and encourage them to sign contracts, others
sought to discourage schools. There were reports of planters allowing a
school for their own workers but not allowing children from surround-
ing areas to attend, even though the tuition drawn from only one plan-
tation was not large enough to support a teacher.74 One planter voiced
the opinion that “the negroes had better be taught to drag the hoe ‘or
hold the plow’ which would be of more use to them.”75 Some freedpeo-
ple were compelled by their employers to withdraw their support for
freedchildren’s schools if they hoped to keep their jobs.76 Many white
schoolteachers could find no local white family willing to give them
board, and others faced considerable harassment from the local popula-
tion if they did try to open a school in rural areas. A planter named
Robert Moore, for instance, directly discouraged the education of freed-
children on his plantation by destroying a government schoolhouse on
his property. Moore was reported to have declared: “I don’t give a damn
for the United States Government! I don’t recognize the Freedmen’s
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Bureau! Look out now! I am going to tear the house down!”77 For
Moore, the schoolhouse was an intrusion of the federal government on
his property and marked the end of an unschooled black labor force.

With perseverance, freedpeople, benevolent societies, and the bu-
reau maintained schools for black children and outlasted many white
southerners’ outright opposition to them. Indeed, violent opposition to
the education of black children had dissipated somewhat by the early
1870s.78 But whereas many white southerners had come to accept
schools for black children as an irreversible consequence of emancipa-
tion, they could not abide the idea of “mixed schools.” The integration
question, however, had been somewhat slow to rise. During the war,
northern missionaries narrating the progress of their black scholars of-
ten commented on the small number of white children who also at-
tended their schools at the request of their parents. Some missionaries
admitted the white children on the condition that they attend classes
with the black children. A minister in charge of a freedchildren’s school
during the war agreed to take in white pupils on an integrated basis,
noting, “We have often thought that these ‘poor whites’ stood as great
need of school privileges as the negroes, for they are quite as igno-
rant.”79 But these efforts at integration did not satisfy many poorer
whites. To a missionary teacher in South Carolina, a mother explained
why she had to withdraw her children from a school for freedchildren,
even though there was not a separate school available for white chil-
dren: “I would not care myself, but the young men laugh at my hus-
band,” she said. “They tell him he must be pretty far gone and low
down when he sends his children to a ‘nigger school.’ That makes him
mad, and he is vexed with me.”80 With slavery abolished, poor whites
in the South may have gained a certain amount of social status by refus-
ing to send their children to schools with freedchildren, cashing in, in a
very public way, on their identities as white people.81 Under such cir-
cumstances, some teachers doubled their workload by setting up sepa-
rate classes for white children and black children at different times of
the day.82 A missionary directing a school for white children in Baton
Rouge found poor white parents to be grateful for his efforts. As one
parent explained to him, “We have thought it hard that the colored
people should have all the free schools.”83 The same missionary, a year
later, had to close this school for lack of a teacher and reported that the
children’s parents were quite anxious about it, since they did not have
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the money to pay for schooling and were convinced “that the North
should care for them as well as for the colored people.”84

Before the passage of a new state constitution in 1868, the super-
intendent of schools appointed by the Democratic legislature, Robert
Lusher, directed all the resources of his office toward the education of
white children, for precisely the reason that the missionary in Baton
Rouge described—that is, Lusher believed that the education of white
children had been neglected in favor of freed black children. Lusher was
a loud proponent of public schools, declaring in his report to the legis-
lature in 1867 that “modern civilization is based on the education of
the masses.” He appealed to the legislature, explaining: “The war has
increased the number of neglected children; the State must, if possi-
ble, double her love and tenderness towards them.”85 But Lusher’s “ne-
glected children” were white, not black. In a circular sent to all parish
assessors in 1866, he wrote: “It is indispensable to the future honor and
prosperity of Louisiana, and to the supremacy of the Caucasian race in
her councils, that the benefit of a liberal education should be extended
to every white child within her limits.”86 (The only mention of freed-
children in his opening remarks in the 1867 report appeared in his
discussion of the “now wandering children of freedmen” who would
benefit, with the rest of the state’s “industrial classes,” from the estab-
lishment of model farms and mechanical workshops for instruction.)87

To the sheriffs of the state, in appealing for the collection of taxes, he
asked, “Can any such citizen refuse this mite in behalf of the moral,
mental, and social improvement of his own race?” In response to the
“Radical” politicians’ criticisms regarding the neglected education of
the state’s poor whites, perhaps, Lusher predicted that white citizens
would “vindicate the honor and supremacy of the Caucasian race” and
contribute their share of taxes to the school fund.88 Lusher’s concern,
like those of the legislators who debated education for freedchildren in
1864, was for the maintenance of white supremacy in the face of per-
ceived challenges to it in the form of education for black children.

Public schools brought black children and nonelite white children
into a new relationship to one another, one that hinged on race alone
rather than on the legal divide of racial slavery. They raised the possibil-
ity that black and white children could be educated together, a possi-
bility that was answered, in most places, by stiff segregation over the
course of Reconstruction.89 The only southern states where integration
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in public schools could have become a reality were those with black
majorities, where blacks held enough votes in the legislatures, namely,
Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina. But there was little chance
of school integration succeeding in rural areas, where black laborers
remained hemmed in economically by the interests of landowners, and
black schools vulnerable. The cities of Charleston and New Orleans
seem to have been the only possible places to implement school integra-
tion. But while South Carolina’s Republican legislature required that
schools be integrated, this requirement was opposed by powerful state
officials and never enforced. In New Orleans, however, a city of two
hundred thousand with a diverse population of blacks, immigrant la-
borers, and whites, the black population was dispersed throughout the
city, making “mixed” schools less difficult to sustain. Further, the city’s
Afro-Creole leaders had the political connections and resources—in-
cluding a newspaper, the New Orleans Tribune, an official organ of the
Republican Party founded by Afro-Creoles and published in English
and French—to further the cause of integrated schools. As we will see,
they also enrolled their own children in the public schools and later
challenged school segregation in court.90

While only a handful of black leaders in New Orleans during Recon-
struction had been enslaved (and many of those had been manumitted
as children), the Afro-Creole leadership allied itself with freedpeople in
its campaign for racial justice and equality, rather than seek privileges as
a caste above former slaves within New Orleans society.91 When ac-
cused of being an elite interest by former abolitionists, the editors of the
Tribune retorted, in 1864, that it was the “organ of the oppressed,
whether black, yellow, or white.”92 At mass meetings the same year call-
ing for the organization of the National Equal Rights League (an idea
launched by Frederick Douglass and other black leaders to address the
abuses inflicted upon freedpeople in the South that preceded the cre-
ation of the Freedmen’s Bureau), prominent free black men addressed
the issue of unity between freedpeople and the formerly free blacks in
Louisiana. They argued that such unity was necessary to protect and
defend themselves: “Those very enemies of our political rights are the
same who are now denying the freedmen the enjoyment of their nat-
ural rights.” These leaders viewed themselves as the educated protectors
of uneducated former slaves. But they recognized that the relationship
would be mutually beneficial:
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The emancipated will find, in the old freemen, friends ready to guide
them, to spread upon them the light of knowledge and teach them their
duties as well as their rights. But, at the same time, the freemen will find
in the recently liberated slaves masses to uphold them. And with this
mass behind them they will command the respect always bestowed to
number and strength.93

If their tone was patronizing, it was also politically keen and seems to
have been genuine, given that they supported the creation of offices to
field complaints from freedpeople regarding abuses and wage disputes.
The editors of the Tribune also supported the New Orleans Freedmen’s
Aid Association, formed in 1865, which proposed a plan to buy confis-
cated land from the government and divide it up into small plots to
lease to freedpeople for cultivation.94

The sentiment behind this alliance between formerly free people of
color and freedpeople was clearly put into practice during debates over
“mixed” or “common” schools, with the understanding that the divi-
sion of schools into “white” and “colored” would harm the chances of
all black children. Well before a “mixed-school” controversy erupted
in New Orleans, Afro-Creole Republicans and their white allies had be-
gun to speak out against the segregation of schools. In 1865, the state’s
Democratic legislature passed a school bill declaring that “white and
colored children shall not be taught in the same school” and that “they
shall be kept separate and distinct under all circumstances.”95 The Trib-
une responded with outrage. (One of the Tribune’s editors, Paul Tré-
vigne, who had also been a teacher at the Catholic Institution, would
later launch a court case to stop segregation of the schools.)96 Lashing
out at what they perceived was indifference to the question of equality,
even by former abolitionists, they wrote: “If we have done [away] with
slavery, not so with the aristocracy of color.” In the eye of old pro-
slavery Democrats, and even some former abolitionists, “free and freed
persons of color are not . . . real and complete men, made in the image
of their Creator. They are held as a kind of bastard race, half-way be-
tween man and ape, a race that the law has to protect in some form, but
that men of Caucasian, and particularly of Anglo-Saxon descent, can
only look upon with disdain.” According to the Tribune, the bill passed
by the legislature ordering separate schools was “marked by a kind
of repulsion or fear of colored children, in the same manner that the
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denizens of infested cities feared, during the Middle Ages, the unfortu-
nate leper.”97

The Tribune viewed the segregation of schools not just as an affront
to all people of color but also as an intervention by lawmakers that
would have long-term consequences for race relations in the South. The
editors proclaimed that clearly “it was not enough to perpetuate from
childhood the infatuation of the white, and prompt the black to retali-
ate by inmity [sic] or envy; it was not enough to draw a line between
two elements of one and the same people, from the cradle itself up to
the time of manhood and throughout life.” Indeed, the Tribune said,
the lawmakers had gone further, to declare that the schools for black
and white children should be “at least half a mile apart,” which sug-
gested that white politicians feared either “moral or physical conta-
gion” would be spread from black child to white. Further still, the law
declared that a minimum of fifteen children of any given race would be
required for the opening of a school for that group. If there were not
enough children of one race in a given area, those children would have
to go miles away to the nearest school. The editors argued that “this
only show[s] the absurdity of making two peoples with one, two na-
tions without, two bands of enemies with one of brethren.”98

The long-term consequences of segregated schools, the Tribune’s edi-
tors argued, were too grave to be ignored. “For colored children,” they
declared, “we want that they shall be received in the common schools,
as it is done in Massachusetts. We want to see our children seated on
the same benches with the white girls and boys, so that every prejudice
of color may disappear from childhood, and the next generation be
aroused to a sentiment of fraternity.”99

The Afro-Creoles at the Tribune got their opportunity to press for
integrated schools in 1867, with the passage of the Reconstruction Acts
in Congress, against a presidential veto, that would clear the way for
a new constitution in every state of the former Confederacy. After the
widespread reports of political violence voiced before the Joint Commit-
tee on Reconstruction in Congress, and two bloody riots in 1866 in
New Orleans and Memphis, Congress had begun to implement a Radi-
cal Reconstruction plan to counter the damage done by President John-
son’s more lenient policies.100 The South was divided into five military
districts under federal authority and new elections ordered for the cre-
ation of legislatures that would pass new state constitutions. Statewide
elections in Louisiana brought forty-nine black and Afro-Creole dele-
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gates into the state legislature for the first time. The other forty-nine
delegates were white, and for the most part Unionist in sympathies.
Fourteen of the white delegates were northern “carpetbaggers.” Most
men of color elected had been free before the war, and many of them
were Afro-Creoles from New Orleans. This delegation pressed forward
the most radical new state constitution in the South, one that mandated
integrated schools, protected the rights of married women, prohibited
segregation on public conveyances, mandated state support for the men-
tally ill and physically impaired, secured pensions for veterans of the
War of 1812 (among them, Afro-Creole soldiers), and included a bill of
rights modeled on the U.S. Constitution.101 The Afro-Creole leaders had
viewed the Civil War—during which a majority of them had served the
Union army, some as officers—in the context of earlier revolutions in
the Atlantic World, in Haiti in 1791 and in France in 1848. With the
end of the war and the rewriting of the state constitution, they saw an
opportunity to fulfill their vision of an equal society, free of slavery and
racial inequality.102

From the first report of the Education Committee at the convention
of 1867, the majority of its members proposed the establishment of in-
tegrated schools. Only a handful of delegates (twelve of seventy-three)
voted against the final version of Article 135:

All children of this State between the ages of six (6) and twenty-one
(21) shall be admitted to the public school or other institutions of learn-
ing sustained or established by the State in common without distinction
of race, color, or previous condition. There shall be no separate schools
or institutions of learning established exclusively for any race by the
State of Louisiana.103

Some of those opposed to the article chose to submit their reasons for
the record. A physician from Baton Rouge named George Dearing, for
instance, insisted that he was in support of tax-supported public schools
but believed that “a large number don’t want this” and declared himself
“unwilling to inaugurate a system of schools in the present immoral
state of society which I am forced to believe will have such a demoraliz-
ing influence.” Others offered the idea that integrated schools would
not be “safe” or “practicable” and that making such a system manda-
tory would “break up our free public school system, or at least virtu-
ally exclude the colored children from all participation therein.”104 But
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Victor Lange, a black property holder from East Baton Rouge, spoke
for the majority of the black delegates when he affirmed his vote in fa-
vor of the Constitution and the provision for integrated public schools
because in addition to guaranteeing the rights of all citizens, “it follows
the free school system, secures to my child and to all children through-
out the state their education which their forefathers have been deprived
of for two hundred and fifty years, and I shall sign the Constitution
without any hesitation.”105

The editors at the Tribune had urged lawmakers during the conven-
tion to pass legislation for integrated or “common” schools, pointing to
the economic and social consequences of a segregated system. “There is
a great object to be carried out by common education of both races.
Why should we not inaugurate that move at once—before money is
squandered to organized ‘star schools.’” The Afro-Creoles (led by Rob-
ert Isabelle, one of the first blacks commissioned by the Union army and
legislator in the convention of 1867) had successfully defeated attempts
to establish “star cars” on the city’s streetcar line in 1867, the star in-
tended to designate cars for blacks.106 There is one mention of these
cars, and the dissatisfaction they caused before they were abolished, in
one of the student’s letters at the Catholic Institution. A student named
“Valentine” wrote to “J. R. Slawson, Esq.” in 1861, and his letter sheds
light on the frustrations of a population experiencing a public system of
segregation for the first time:

Please excuse me of the liberty I take in writing you these words, it is in
order to let you know that the colored persons are not satisfied with
you for they say that you do not send out enough cracked stars; about
three or four times I heard them saying that if there was not more
cracked stars at future time they would quit going in, because every
time that they want to go in, they must wait half an hour at a corner, so
you can see that you will lose if you do not follow that advice.107

Valentine’s letter clearly explained the frustrating inefficiency of the
“star cars” and the effective strategy of a boycott proposed by people of
color. And it documents the early experience of segregation for a group
that would fight it fiercely in the courts into the 1890s.

But the segregation of schools could not be fought with consumer
boycotts or with force. While the article on integrated schools was be-
ing debated in the legislature, the editors of the Tribune made their own
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arguments about the importance of the legislation to the reconstruction
of the nation as a whole. In this, they saw the creation of “common”
schools as critical: “In order to have only one nation and one people,
we must educate all children in the same public schools.”108 Where the
nation had been divided on the battlefield into Republicans and Demo-
crats, northerners and southerners, school segregation would divide the
country by race. For those who insisted that it was “too soon” to teach
the black and the white child in the same classroom, the editors of the
Tribune outlined the dangers of turning a blind eye to the future:

When will the right time come? Is it, per chance, after we will have sep-
arated for ten or twenty years the two races in different schools, and
when we shall have realized the separation of this nation into two peo-
ples? The difficulty, then, will be greater than it is to-day. A new order
of things, based on separation, will have taken root. It will, then, be
too late.109

Taking into account segregation’s indelible nature and potential longev-
ity, therefore, the editors framed the question of separate schools in
Louisiana—indeed, the segregation of black and white children for gen-
erations—in terms of nation rather than region. They used a language
of civil rights and nationhood to batter down the idea of segregated
education. The figures of children, black and white, held within them
the possibility of equal citizenship. “The prosperity and, above all, the
strength of this nation, as one of the powers on earth, depends upon our
union of classes in patriotism,” the editors concluded. “Do not make
any longer white and black citizens; let us have but Americans.”110

The Tribune’s editors also decried the opposition to “common”
schools offered up by “all the white dailies of the city, the Republican
included,” which were “opposing the idea of common schools and ad-
vocating the principle of race schools.” They framed their argument in
favor of common schools in the context of other innovations that had
been opposed by conservatives but had been proven worthwhile and
successful—namely, the arming of black men in the Civil War and uni-
versal suffrage for men. The editors accused Republicans who did not
endorse the mixed-school idea of playing “into the hands of rebels; ex-
perience did not enlighten them. They are still behind time, trying the
impossible task of conciliating a class of men who do not want to be
conciliated.” Further, there was “a national interest in destroying” the
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“rebel schools” that had educated the sons of the Confederacy. “When
the right of suffrage was conferred upon all citizens, the rebels realized
the downfall of their political supremacy. Now let them understand by
the breaking up of their schools that they will not be allowed to raise a
class of rebel children.”111

Democratic papers like the New Orleans Daily Picayune, on the
other hand, reviled the idea of “mixed schools” altogether, interpreting
them as partisan instruments devised by Radical Republicans for the
degradation of white children and white families. They met the Trib-
une’s language of nation and citizenship with the language of a violated
domestic circle. In the Democrats’ representations, the interests of black
children were “political,” but the interests of white children were not.
The Picayune’s editors suggested that the proposed amendment to admit
black and white children to the same schools was an attempt “to found
and keep up a nursery for the propagation and support of Radicalism,
with its train of foul and destructive theories and isms.” This would
not happen without a fight, the Picayune’s editors declared. In their
view, the state superintendent of education, Thomas Conway (a veteran
of the Freedmen’s Bureau), was forcing black equality down the throats
of white southerners, something that could not be tolerated. The grave-
ness of this threat, however, was articulated through thinly veiled fears
of interracial sex: “Nor will [Conway] and his army of male teachers,
or constables, be permitted to seize white children from their parents or
guardians, to force them into his miscegenating school houses. If he at-
tempts to do so, it will surely be at the cost of blood; for even tender,
timid women will become as brave as stern warriors in the face of such
outrage.”112

The question of integrated schoolrooms led opponents to situate
white children within protected domestic space, under the care of “their
parents or guardians.” Unlike segregation in streetcars or hotels, the
segregation of schoolrooms could be framed more easily as a direct
challenge to the white domestic sphere. To remove the white child from
that space—with an “army of male teachers,” no less—was to take the
white child out of its “natural” domestic setting. The innocence of the
white child, in such representations, was threatened by the political
needs of the black one. Hence, the white child was thrust mercilessly
into the political ring when forced through the doors of “miscegenat-
ing schoolhouses.” The sexualizing of integrated schoolrooms further
pressed the point that the white domestic sphere was being violated. In-
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deed, the public debate over separate schools in the nineteenth century
was voiced in a political language not so different from that of northern
abolitionists pointing to the threat of slavery to seemingly white chil-
dren like Rosa and Rebecca. The sexual threat to the “purity” of white
children ran through both discussions, though after emancipation the
roles were reversed: the “perpetrators” were Republicans, and proslav-
ery factions were outraged. Yet in both cases, the interests of the black
child slipped from view, while the well-being and “purity” of the white
child seemed to be endangered.

It is difficult to know how many freedpeople and free people of color
supported the idea of “mixed schools.” An investigation launched by
the New Orleans school board in 1867 into the opinions of teachers in
the schools of the Freedmen’s Bureau found educators on both sides of
the issue. The results of the investigation were tainted by the fact that
both black and white bureau teachers faced losing their jobs when the
city school board assumed control of bureau schools, should they voice
opposition to segregation. The responses of black teachers were partic-
ularly guarded, whereas white teachers seemed quite convinced that
having separate schools for white and black children was the only possi-
ble arrangement.113 Integration received most of its support from the
downtown section of the city, where the French-speaking Creole popu-
lation, white and colored, lived. Armand Lanusse, still the head of the
Catholic Institution, even refused to speak with the board’s investiga-
tors, since he opposed the conservative school board and considered it
to be illegitimate.114

Many of the teachers interviewed in New Orleans, both black and
white, reported that the parents of their black pupils were opposed to
the idea of segregated schools. A white woman named Cornelia Clark-
son teaching at a bureau school reported that when parents found out
that the school system was to be integrated, they “requested her to con-
tinue her school exclusively for colored children, saying that they did
not wish their children to go to school with white children” and assur-
ing her that they would continue to pay tuition if she would keep her
school open. Clarkson explained that “none of the colored people ex-
cept those actively engaged in politics, and those so near white that they
are unwilling to associate exclusively with colored persons and thereby
acknowledge their race, desire their children to be mixed with whites
in the same schools.”115 A pair of white teachers reported that they re-
ceived a petition from three hundred parents asking them to keep the
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school open solely for black children. Many of the black teachers, like
P. M. Williams, who taught at a bureau school, insisted that black chil-
dren had the right to attend any public school. But many of these same
teachers testified, as Williams did, that “under the circumstances exist-
ing in the city at present” it was in the black children’s best interest to
keep the schools segregated.116 Some freedpeople with children also
feared the violence that might erupt (and did a few years later) and were
concerned that mixed schools might also distract their children from
getting a good education. One black woman in New Orleans said that
she did not want her children to suffer blows at the hands of white chil-
dren in an integrated school. “I don’t want my children to be pounded
by dem white boys,” she said. “I don’t send them to school to fight, I
send them to learn.”117

Even among advocates of freedchildren’s education, the question of
separate or mixed schools was the subject of debate. In 1867, the Loui-
siana Educational Association (supported by the American Missionary
Association) held a forum on the issue, in response to the impending
Constitution of 1868. A “colored” man from Ohio, named Roxbor-
ough, “spoke at considerable length in favor of accepting the proposi-
tion proposed by the old school board for the education of colored chil-
dren in New Orleans in separate schools, at the public expense.” He be-
lieved that the call for integrated schools had “no well founded basis”
but, rather, sprang “from a sentimentality rather than a principle.” The
Reverend Dr. J. B. Smith, on the other hand, a white man, argued that
“separate schools would perpetuate distinction of color, and tend to de-
grade those who attend them.” Smith had been a teacher for twenty-six
years, and for some part of that, teaching white children. According to
the published record of the meeting, he related that the separate school
system that had existed in New York resulted in iniquities in terms of
school buildings and the quality of teachers provided for black chil-
dren: “In addressing himself to the colored portion of the audience he
said, every right, every privilege, every advantage is due to you, and you
never will obtain them for your children in separate schools as you will
in schools where there is no distinction of color.” Finally, Edmonia
Highgate, the black female teacher from New York who had taught in a
bureau school in a rural parish, declared that “she would rather starve
than to stoop one inch on [the separate school] question,” and that she
would resign her current post rather than subject it to the rules of the
old school board. “If I cannot live in the city I can go into the country
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as a teacher where I have been before, exposed to rebel bullets which
were aimed at my head, but fell harmless at my feet.”118

In the same spirit as Edmonia Highgate, the Louisiana legislature of
1868 signed into law Article 135, mandating that “all children of this
State” should be admitted to the public schools “in common without
distinction of race, color or previous condition.”119 The first test of the
new law seems to have occurred at the Bayou Road School for girls. Af-
ter a group of young girls were admitted to the school, the renegade city
school board, not yet under Republican control, launched an investiga-
tion hoping to discern whether or not the girls were white. When the
superintendent inquired about whether or not there were any “colored”
children at the school, the principal of the school replied: “When those
children were admitted it was never to my knowledge that they were
colored; but a few days after their admission, some of our pupils in
their neighborhood would report that they were not white.” The princi-
pal listed twenty-eight girls under suspicion enrolled and closed her let-
ter with: “There may be others unknown to us.”120

Flying in the face of state law, the board proceeded to search out
any nonwhite students from the public schools set aside for white chil-
dren. In a resolution that revealed the difficulty of finding the kind of
children it was looking for, the board pronounced that, based on infor-
mation from “parents and citizens,” it appeared that “more or less col-
ored children have been smuggled into the Schools set apart for the edu-
cation of white children.” Principals of white schools were instructed
to search out any “children of color” from among their students and
transfer them immediately. But, “in the case of grave doubt as to the
status of any pupil,” then the board would examine the case individu-
ally.121 Several such incidents did arise, and the superintendent sent let-
ters addressed to the children’s parents—to be carried home by the chil-
dren—demanding proof that their children were not of “mixed blood.”
Apparently this “proof” could take the form of “documentary evidence
or testimony of sworn witnesses.”122 Most of these parents refused to
provide documentation of their children’s racial status, and the girls in
question were ordered to leave the school. In the case of Blanche and
Julia Dauphine, for instance, the board notified the girls’ father that
“some well known citizens have denied the right of your children . . . to
attend the schools which have been established exclusively for white
children.” One child, Olivia Edmunds, was reported to have received
admittance to the school “upon a certificate of white birth.” But the
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evidence against her “by well known citizens” seems to have “discred-
ited” her proof of all-white lineage.123

The difficulties encountered by the board members who took on
the role of ethnologist were not novel, especially in Louisiana, as the
white-looking Rosa and Rebecca so well illustrated, but the context of
their separation of white from black gave the work of reading race new
meaning. In trying to separate them, the board deepened and compli-
cated the children’s political relationship to one another. In denying
black children (who were, by law, equals to their white counterparts)
the “privilege” of education with white children, they encouraged what
the Tribune termed “infatuation of the white” from the perspective of
white children and the “inmity [sic] or envy” among “colored” chil-
dren. In fact, the Tribune chastised the Republican-controlled legislature
for being slow to put forward a school bill that would enforce the 1868
constitution’s decree for common schools. “Let our people in the city
and parishes understand that without education their rights are never
safe,” the editors wrote.

. . . Let not the people be cheated out of their most indispensable bless-
ing. Their eyes are upon you. They watch you[r] proceedings with eager
interest. Let them not be disappointed. The children of our State must
have the means of a solid education. You, men of the Assembly are leg-
islating about canals and drainage and railroads and such things. We
say to you, Give us canals to drain off ignorance, and to convey
throughout all the districts the healthful waters of truth. Enforce the ed-
ucational provisions of the Constitution. We fought hard for that. Let it
not be a dead letter.124

It was not until 1870 that the system of segregation that had sent
Blanche and Julia Dauphine away from the Bayou Road School was dis-
solved. (By then, members of the state legislature had reordered the en-
tire state school system, and a court order finally led the old school
board to disband.)125 In 1871, the new school board in New Orleans—
a board that would, before 1877, contain the prominent Afro-Creoles
Victor Eugene McCarthy, Henry Louis Rey, Paul Trévigne, and African
American senator P. B. S. Pinchback—began to enforce the state law
against separate schools, and several black students were admitted to
previously all-white schools.126 Democratic editors, in turn, interpreted
the creation of mixed schools as eminently political acts, ones that were
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forced upon white parents and children. According to the Picayune
(under the headline “Infamy Consummated”): “The foul work is com-
pleted and our public schools are subjected to that admixture of races
which must inevitably destroy them.”127 When this prophecy had not
been realized by 1872, the paper’s editors tried other arguments. “The
schools,” the Picayune declared, “should not be an instrument in the
hands of the educator to break down social barriers and mould the
opinion of childhood.”128 Segregation, the editors suggested, might
seem political in that “the colored race must be considered as a nation
by itself so far as it relates to education.” But in reality, it was the nat-
ural order of things, “a fact most thoroughly fixed in human nature and
in our condition, that the children of whites will never be mixed in pri-
vate or public schools with the children of the colored.”129 Integration
(in the interests of black children), in this view, was both against nature
and decidedly political, while segregation (in favor of the white child)
was “the natural order of things.” In what would become a common re-
frain in the South after Reconstruction, segregation was characterized
as the only “natural” means of ordering society and any opposition to
it brazenly political.130 The paradox of segregation—that if segrega-
tion was the “natural order of things,” it would not need legal force—
seemed to have missed the editors altogether. Indeed, this segregation-
as-“nature” argument was one southern Democrats would oil and pol-
ish over time until, as the Tribune’s editors predicted, it was “too late”
and the South had divided into “two peoples.”

That an integrated system, which by many accounts seemed to be
working, could be interrupted only by violent mobs exposed the absur-
dity of the “natural” segregation argument. Though many white par-
ents withdrew their children from the public schools in 1870, many of
those same children also returned after a time. Historians estimate that
nearly a thousand black children attended integrated schools in the city
between 1870 and 1877, with the city system divided roughly into
thirds, with white, integrated, and black schools.131 Many educators
were of the opinion that the integrated schools were the most successful
of all the public schools.132 Writer George Washington Cable, while
touring the city’s public schools as a reporter for a Democratic paper,
had an epiphany when he witnessed “children and youth of both races
standing in the same classes and giving each other peaceable, friendly,
effective competition.”133 A similar sentiment was expressed in 1874
by then former superintendent of education for the Freedmen’s Bureau
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T. W. Conway, who said he had endeavored “to put the system of
mixed schools to a thorough, practical test.” In the first days of desegre-
gation, all the white pupils left. A few days later, however, “to my sur-
prise [I] found nearly all the former pupils returned to their places; and
that the school, like all the schools in the city, reported at the close of
the year a larger attendance than any time since the close of the war.
The children were simply kind to each other in the school-room as in
the streets and elsewhere!” Conway advised: “All that is wanted in this
matter of civil rights is to let the foes of the measure simply under-
stand that we mean it. Do this, and as in the case of the enemies of free
schools in Louisiana, they will be quiet.”134

The debate reached the national level after Louisiana and South Car-
olina both wrote mandates for integrated schools into their state con-
stitutions. Radical Republicans in Washington, led by Senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts, tried to attach “mixed-school” clauses to leg-
islation multiple times between 1867 and 1874, never with success. “If
I should have my way,” Sumner said in 1867, “according to the true
principle, it would be that the schools, precisely like the ballot-box or
the rail cars, should be open to all.”135 In the North, officials had al-
ready begun integrating the public schools. Sumner had led the cam-
paign to integrate the schools in his home state of Massachusetts in the
1850s. And after the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, black chil-
dren in the North could no longer be denied access to a public educa-
tion, and some, though not all, large city school systems began to teach
black and white children in the same classrooms. (Public schools in
Philadelphia were not integrated until the 1930s.)136

The heated debates that the prospect of mixed schools in the South
produced at the national level, however, were some of the most ex-
plicit discussions on record about the political future of race relations
after emancipation. Responding to the passage of mixed-school clauses
in South Carolina and Louisiana in 1868, Representative James Beck,
Democrat from Kentucky, argued that the greatest evil of “compulsory
education of girls and boys at the same school as the negroes” was that
it would deprive the poor white child of an education. “They are all
mixed together. A poor man cannot help himself.” The wealthiest in the
South could send their children to all-white schools, but after the recent
conflict, “few of the most intelligent and respectable people are really
able to afford the means of education such as they used to afford” and
would be forced to send their children to mixed schools. “I can scarcely
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conceive of a more despotic, galling and degrading provision in the fun-
damental law of a State pretending to be free.”137

When southern Democrats sparred with Radical Republicans over a
“mixed-school clause” in state constitutions, however, the southerner
often sidestepped this issue of civil rights and instead fixated on “mis-
cegenation.” In 1872, during an attempt by Sumner to attach mixed-
school legislation as a rider to an amnesty bill directed at the South,
Senator Thomas M. Norwood, a Democrat from Georgia, balked. Nor-
wood saw in mixed schools the potential for an (unwelcome) erasure of
the color line:

You propose by the amendment, in the first place, to put the children
together in schools. There you make no distinction. There you teach the
young and tender mind by this association that you believe there is no
distinction between the two races. They grow up under that early im-
pression until they ripen into manhood and womanhood. You then
throw open the churches to them. There you allow them to sit in the
same pews. The same familiar association continues from childhood up
to manhood, and when they have arrived at manhood you then, by
your statute, say that if they see fit to join in matrimony there shall be
no impediment to it.138

Ironically, in his opposition, Norwood echoed the desires of those in
favor of mixed schools: “I would ask [Sumner] or any other Senator, if
the clause which I have called attention to shall be enacted, what dis-
tinction will then exist between the whites and blacks in a social point
of view?”139 Social equality, in white southern parlance, was becoming
ever more tightly laced with physical contact and sexual transgression
across a color line that was still in its drafting stage.140 Representative
John Thomas Harris, a Virginia Democrat, in the same session, said
that mixed schooling “is wrong in principle and contrary to the laws of
God.” “What relation is so absolutely social as the mingling of children
at school?” he asked. “Test this doctrine at your own hearthstones; of-
fer your little children who are not influenced by party or revenge a so-
cial entertainment, and tell them they must invite as many black as
white children, and see how quick God will speak through their inno-
cent lips, ‘Then we will have no party, we will have no party.’”141

Republicans took aim at such white southern evasions of their inter-
racial history. For example, William Kelley from Pennsylvania urged his
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colleague from Virginia not to become overly concerned about the pros-
pect of white children attending school with black ones. Alluding to an-
tebellum sexual relations between white men and black women in the
South, he offered the following: “If, as he seems to apprehend, such
schools should be forced upon the people of this and other States, it will
in the South be but temporary,” he quipped. “For all men know that the
sun and atmosphere of the southern states soon bleach the blackest Af-
rican, both in hair and complexion, to the colors characteristic of the
purest Saxon lineage.”142 Kelley also spoke of his tour of schools for
freedpeople in the southern states, including “the gentlemen’s own state
of Virginia,” and there “found in each and all of them pupils of Saxon
hue and Caucasian feature.” When he congratulated the teachers for
opening their schools to white and black, he was informed that all of
the children in attendance were “the children of freedmen”: “As the
gentleman says there is no intercourse between the children of the dif-
ferent races because white children abhor it, I would like to learn the
age at which the abhorrence ceases, or whether it is the effect of the cli-
mate of the South that so changed the complexion and features of those
Virginians of African descent.”143

A mixed-schools clause was again attached to legislation before being
removed, in 1874, this time from the civil rights bill of 1875. More than
one opponent of mixed schools in these congressional debates made the
argument that to force (as one politician put it) “this sum of villainies
and quintessence of abomination known as the ‘coeducation of the
races’” would mean the certain end to all public schooling in the South.
In an address delivered in Tennessee used in the congressional debate,
Senator W. G. Brownlow predicted that “if the civil rights bill should
pass without the mixed-school feature being stricken out, the whole
school fabric in Tennessee will at once fall to the ground, as it will de-
serve to do.” For Brownlow, “it is not a question as to whether we will
have mixed schools, but whether we shall have any system of public ed-
ucation at all.”144 Senator George Edmunds, Republican of Vermont,
responded to such arguments with statistics drawn from the southern
states to illustrate the great disparity between the moneys spent on
black children’s education and those of white children. In Georgia, for
example, Edmunds stated that where black children made up 43 percent
of the school-age population, they could attend only 13 percent of the
public schools. In this, he foresaw a danger that through segregated ed-
ucation the state would “feed the white at the expense of the black, in
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order that the ancient order of things, the aristocracy of the races, may
again be restored.”145 For all their pointed arguments, however, Radical
Republicans in Congress failed to successfully attach a mixed-school
clause to what became the Civil Rights Act of 1875. The clause was
defeated by a combination of Democratic opposition and ambivalence
among members of the Republican Party, including some moderate
black Republicans who insisted that the freedpeople of their states were
generally not in favor of mixed schools.146

The debate over the Civil Rights Act and its mixed-schools clause in
Congress led to a sharp upsurge in activity among Louisiana’s White
League in 1874, during which vigilante groups aimed to close down
New Orleans’s integrated schools. That same year, the White League
launched a series of attacks on the Republican-controlled state govern-
ment. When those attacks were put down by Federal troops, the league
shifted its focus from government-directed terrorism to an attempt to
compel the segregation of the city’s schools.147 Reports of “regulating”
bands of high school boys began appearing in the papers. But the New
Orleans Republican, recognizing their connection to the league, re-
ported them to be “large sized boys” and “white regulators.”148 The
league went to a girls’ high school on Royal Street, where white girls at-
tended as well as a few black girls and light-skinned mulattoes. Terror-
izing the girls, the leader of the group called the class roll and judged
them one by one. Once they had (or so they thought) separated the
“white” from the “colored,” the White Leaguers ordered the “colored”
girls expelled from the school. Although the girls left, with the angry
mob outside the school, they were reinstated several days later, the law
mandating integrated schools being still in effect. A similar “regulating”
incident occurred at another girls’ school attended by several black stu-
dents. By this time, white and black people had gathered outside the
school, and a fight broke out. In the scuffle several people were injured,
and one man was killed.149

The regulators, like the school board in the Bayou Road incident
in 1868, found it difficult to be certain which girls were white and
which were not. This, according to the superintendent’s report the next
year, was what finally ended their “regulating” spree: “Pupils were for-
cibly driven from halls of examination and classrooms, under the suspi-
cion of being tainted with colored blood; nor did the acts of violence
cease until the ‘committee’ became unable to decide upon the true lin-
eage of the young ladies, and feared that too much scrutiny would carry
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them upon dangerous ground.”150 Indeed, they inadvertently insulted
white students during their raids. According to an account in Harper’s
Weekly, “The question of color was one that not even the sharpest in-
quiry could decide. Indignant parents, noted in the gay society of New
Orleans, frowned at the insult that had been put upon their children;
young maidens of the purest blood were frequently the objects of the
mistaken ardor of the young crusaders, and were forced to prove that
they were white.” The Harper’s writer argued that the experiment of
mixed schools in the city would have continued to run smoothly were
it not for the intrusion of the “regulators.” “All races and classes were
mingled in the mixed schools, or divided, according to the tastes or na-
tionality, as they chose; and it was not until the recent foolish outbreak
of the White League, young and old, that any danger threatened the
course of education in New Orleans.”151

The absurdity of their efforts eventually ground the White League
raids to a halt. After calm was restored, the schools continued as before,
though Democratic newspapers weakly claimed a tentative victory: “All
of the pupils in attendance are thought to be white, although concern-
ing a few it is hinted that they may be of negro blood. The color line is,
however, so very vaguely defined in their feature that no one cares to as-
sume the task of pronouncing judgment in the matter.”152 The New Or-
leans Bulletin accused the school board superintendent of devising a
particular method for integrating the schools: “At first he moved cau-
tiously, and only put in light-colored mulattoes; then he tried children
of a darker hue, until finally he succeeded, in a few instances, in plac-
ing negro girls as black as ebony side by side with the fairest Cau-
casian.”153 Several months later, after the riots had dissipated, another
Democratic paper expressed horror that a female teacher of one of the
public schools had decided that “the daughters of white citizens and the
children of their negro employe[e]s” would march through the streets,
holding hands. “What pretext is given for this outrage,” the editors
wrote, “or wherein either child can in the slightest degree be benefit-
ted, we have not the remotest conception.”154 To the disappointment
of Democratic editors and politicians, however, integrated schools con-
tinued in New Orleans until the end of Reconstruction. By some esti-
mates between five hundred and one thousand students attended mixed
schools under the integrated system.155 The school superintendent who
reinstated segregated schools in 1877 estimated that several months af-
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ter the start of resegregation, there were still some three hundred chil-
dren attending mixed schools.156

The compromise in 1877 that put Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republi-
can, in the White House also guaranteed Democrats that the last Fed-
eral troops would be pulled out of the South, ultimately leading to the
collapse of Republican state governments.157 With the restoration of
Democratic power at the level of state and local government came the
appointment of a new school board aimed at the segregation of the
public schools.158 The incoming superintendent, William O. Rogers, had
been the head of the renegade school board that had tried to root out
colored children from the schools in 1868. Upon his return, he declared
rather transparently: “Our Board has already indicated its policy in the
matter of color line and has resolved that hereafter there shall be sepa-
rate schools for whites and blacks. The decision in my judgment is
based upon sound Educational ground, irrespective of political or other
considerations.”159 The state superintendent, once again Robert Lusher,
was pleased to announce the end of mixed schools, but lamented the
articles in the 1868 constitution, noting that “no so unwise and unnec-
essary a mingling of social relations in public schools is to be found in
the constitution of any other American state.” Attributing the integrated
school system to “partisan rancor and blind fanaticism,” he declared
that such laws had been “dissipated by the sunlight of peace and recon-
ciliation, which, in this purer political era, is happily illumining every
interest and all classes of our redeemed commonwealth.” The “mental
and moral instruction of the two races” would henceforth take place
“in separate schools, with equal facilities and advantages for both.”160

The Afro-Creole leadership in New Orleans did not share Lusher’s
enthusiasm. The energy and support that many Afro-Creoles had put
into the Catholic Institution had been directed to the public schools af-
ter emancipation, with most of the formerly free children of color at-
tending the public schools.161 Perhaps by way of appeasement, the state
superintendent offered to set up a three-tiered system of segregation in
the schools, suggesting that “the desire to enter white schools in con-
travention of the natural law, is peculiar to children of mixed white
and colored blood, whose parents have always been free. These children
undoubtedly merit special considerations; and, as they have a strong
aversion to association in the schools with children of a darker hue, it
would seem wise to establish a separate, intermediate class of schools
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for their instruction.”162 But the Afro-Creole leadership never publicly
entertained the idea of a three-caste school system. When the school
board segregated the schools in 1877, members of the Afro-Creole com-
munity were joined by Protestant, English-speaking blacks in protest.163

The editors at the Tribune had voiced their philosophy on this score
some years earlier, when discussing a state civil rights bill in 1869. They
argued against the notion that the benefits of such a law would apply
to only a small number of the colored population. “When one or a few
colored men are excluded from certain public rights enjoyed by all
white men, not the few alone but the entire colored population are
wronged. The blow falling directly on a few shoulders also reaches the
mass. For it is not . . . so much the practical evils of exclusion which we
complain of, as the stigma it puts upon our manhood, the stamp of infe-
riority which sets upon our color, and this extends to all alike.”164

Three prominent Afro-Creoles—Paul Trévigne, Arnold Bertonneau,
and August Dellande—initiated cases in the courts to stop the reseg-
regation of the public schools. Trévigne, an editor of the Tribune and
once a member of the city school board and a teacher at the Catholic
Institution, started a case that led initially to a temporary injunction to
stop resegregation. In his appeal before the state supreme court, Tré-
vigne argued that “this case is one of great magnitude, involving as it
does a question of civil liberty and constitutional right, with all the
sacred guarantees of citizenship, and is really a test, judicially, of the
status of that class termed ‘colored,’ whose rights to citizenship ought
to be protected.”165 Trévigne and his attorney argued that the separa-
tion of schools by race was unconstitutional because “a distinction thus
made detracts from their status as citizens and consigns them to the
contempt of their fellow men and citizens of this community and else-
where.” In addition, the added burden that separate schools would in-
flict on taxpayers was also unconstitutional, and further, this economic
burden would ultimately deprive “the avenues of education to [Tré-
vigne’s] son and the entire colored population because taxes cannot be
collected to carry on separate schools, and which would have the effect
of closing them up.”166 The judge dismissed the suit with the argument
that Trévigne had failed to prove damages and that he had filed his suit
too late, after resegregation had already begun.167

The other two plaintiffs, Bertonneau and Dellande, both tried to
have their children admitted to the Fillmore School, a school designated
for white children in 1877. The Fillmore School, plaintiffs charged, was
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the public school closest to their homes, but its principal had refused to
admit the children following the proclamation of the new school board,
segregating the public schools. Bertonneau (who had been on the Board
of Directors of the Catholic Institution and a member of the legislature
during the state convention that produced the constitution of 1868)
sued the New Orleans School Board for violating both his civil rights
(guaranteed under the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution) and
the right of his children, under Article 135 of the Louisiana Constitu-
tion, to attend any public school “in common” with white children.
Bertonneau’s case in U.S. District Court was thrown out by the circuit
judge, who did not recognize any violation of federal law by the school
board; he did not agree, that is, that separate schools violated Berton-
neau’s civil rights under the Fourteenth Amendment, since the segrega-
tion law “applies with equal force to persons of both races.”168

The Dellande case reached the state supreme court on appeal. Del-
lande’s two sons, Arnold, age fourteen, and Clement, age eleven, were,
like Bertonneau’s children, denied admittance to the Fillmore School.
According to Dellande’s testimony, the boys, along with some other
children, had been sent home after the school board declared it to be a
school for white children only. The Fillmore School stood 150 feet from
Dellande’s house. “The children had gone off,” Dellande testified. “I
brought the children back to Mr. Gordon [the principal]. Mr. Gordon
stated to me that he could not admit them, as the Fillmore School was
assigned for white children, and he would have to get an order from
the Superintendent.”169 Dellande lost at the district court level, with the
judge’s sentiments being quite clear in his written statement. Though
unable to overturn it, the judge insisted that Article 135 of the Louisi-
ana Constitution mandating integrated schools “tramples upon the us-
ages of centuries and contains the germs of Social war.” The legislation
was insufficient, in his view, because of the state power allegedly re-
quired to keep it in force.

It is obvious what a vast instrumentality of agencies coercive and penal
were needed to carry into execution a policy against which every in-
stinct of our race revolts, and which does violence to the habits, tradi-
tions, the rooted convictions of the people for many generations and yet
the bold and reckless men who for so long a time wielded almost unlim-
ited power failed to provide such legislation, so much so [that] men
shrink in action from what their madness may proclaim in theory.170
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Forgotten in the judge’s racist, fiercely partisan decision were the pe-
riods of mostly peaceful integration in the city. The Republican legisla-
ture of 1868 had created a partially integrated system that functioned
for most of the 1870s in New Orleans, but this seems to have been
deemed irrelevant. The judge instead used “habits” and “traditions” to
defend segregation, imagining a southern past in which interaction be-
tween black and white children never occurred, a separation drawn, he
said, from the “rooted convictions” of southerners for “generations.”171

Though plenty of accounts about the antebellum South record slave
children and white children playing together, and despite the daily inter-
action of slaveholders and slaves in the antebellum household, the judge
insisted on a different history of race relations. The lines he drew be-
tween black and white children were in the service of naturalizing segre-
gation, making Republican efforts at integrating black and white chil-
dren into violations of both the natural order and the (imagined) history
of southern childhoods.

Dellande appealed to the state supreme court, but the court did not
agree to hear the case until 1879, giving the Democratic legislature
enough time to invalidate the constitution of 1868 with a new constitu-
tion, one that did not mandate integrated schools. Rodolphe Desdunes,
in his history and remembrances of the Afro-Creoles, Nos hommes et
notre histoire (1911), praised the “supreme effort” made by the Afro-
Creole leaders to stop school segregation “against the first signs of the
reactionary movement whose policy prevails even to this day with the
most alarming effects.”172 Placing their struggle—as the editors of the
Tribune had done—in the context of national rather than local politics,
Desdunes and his colleagues saw the segregation of schools as “un pre-
mier coup de canif” (a first blow of the knife) to come from the com-
promise between national Republicans and Democrats in 1877, which
put Republican Rutherford B. Hayes in the presidency and brought an
end to Reconstruction, with the removal of Federal troops from the
South. Desdunes was also very hard on the black delegates “of Amer-
ican birth” who attended the convention of 1879 and adopted the
measure that established Southern University expressly for black stu-
dents: “These men knew that this line of demarcation, once established,
largely with their consent, would serve as the basis and the pretext for
other measures contrary to the interests and rights of our citizens.”
They knew, Desdunes wrote, that it was a move backward, sacrificing
the progress for which they themselves had labored.173
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By 1879, without the support of the constitution of 1868, August
Dellande was left with the argument that the school board had discrim-
inated against Arnold and Clement “arbitrarily on account to color”:
“The relator [Dellande], to all intents and purposes, and in so far as so-
cial questions are involved, is a white man. This is shown by the evi-
dence. His children are also white. He is a merchant in this city, a man
of large family, and all his children are apparently white.”174 Echoing
the argument that photographs of white-looking slave children had
made during the Civil War, but using it to confront a hardening, post-
bellum color line, Dellande argued that if a black child can seem white,
then on what grounds could the black child be excluded from the com-
pany of white children? What was race, if not visible? This argument
about the arbitrary nature of a color line—an argument in which histo-
rians and other scholars trailed far behind nineteenth-century reformers
and radicals, who had so much at stake in its formulation—did not rus-
tle the thoughts of the court, however, which decided against Dellande
and in favor of the school board and segregated schools.175 But it was
nonetheless an attempt to demonstrate that the system of segregation
based on racial categorization had already become, as one scholar de-
scribes it, “a radical act of imagination.”176 The case of the Dellande
children made clear, as did the images of Rosa and Rebecca, that a di-
vision between the black child and the white was arbitrary and con-
structed rather than real. It was the child who was neither black nor
white, who once again demonstrated that the fates of black children
and white children were intertwined.

If white southern Democrats were not convinced of Dellande’s argu-
ment about race, they also failed to acknowledge what plain numbers
would have told them. Although the circumstances surrounding inte-
grated schools may have been unique to New Orleans, the consequences
of segregated education were not. In his study of school segregation
in the South after 1900, historian Louis Harlan found that southern
school systems, overburdened by the existence of two schools in every
district, lagged far behind those of the northern states into the twentieth
century. The average amount spent by the state to send a child to public
school in 1900 was 20 cents in Massachusetts, 8.2 cents in Virginia, and
5 cents in South Carolina. With less than one-tenth the nation’s popula-
tion in 1900, the South had more than one-fourth of the country’s illit-
erates, and one-fourth of these were white. Black children, of course,
suffered the worst effects of the segregated school system in the South.
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They had fewer teachers and fewer schools, and the schools they did
have were at greater distances from home than those for white children.
Whereas there were 108 black students per teacher in Georgia, there
were 61 white students under one instructor. By 1915 in South Caro-
lina, the white child received twelve times as much from the public
school fund as the black child.177 School segregation ostensibly left
black and white children on opposite sides of educational opportunity.
But because there were two school systems overextending the meager
public funds white southerners were willing to spend on public schools,
both black children and white children suffered in an underfunded,
overburdened, segregated educational system.

As Rodolphe Desdunes’s angry account of school segregation re-
flected, this was not the future that the Afro-Creoles in New Orleans
had hoped for for black children. The group’s leaders continued their
fight against segregation after losing the battle over common schools,
pressing their case all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. Forming the
Comité des Citoyens, or Citizens’ Committee, in 1891, they staged a
challenge to the state’s “Separate Car” laws, with the cooperation of
a light-skinned man of color named Homer Plessy. The high court did
not side with Plessy, and the policy of “separate but equal” would
stand until 1954, when the Brown v. Board of Education decision de-
clared segregation in public schools unconstitutional.178 But the lawyer
for Homer Plessy, Albion Tourgée, echoed the earlier arguments of the
Afro-Creoles against segregation in a brief before the Court: “It is not
consistent with reason that the United States, having granted and be-
stowed one equal citizenship of the United States and prescribed one
equal citizenship in each state, for all, will permit a State to compel a
railway conductor to assort them arbitrarily according to his ideas of
race, in the enjoyment of chartered privileges.”179

It may not surprise the reader that several of the men who shared
this vision of society—of citizens undivided, of equal rights regardless
of race—had long ties to the Catholic Institution. Aristide Mary, one-
time candidate for governor who had proposed and fostered the for-
mation of the Comité before his death in 1893, was a longtime sup-
porter of the Catholic Institution. Desdunes, a member of the Comité
and the most important chronicler of the Afro-Creoles in New Orleans,
was a student at the Catholic Institution when André Grégoire was at-
tending.180 Paul Trévigne was a teacher at the Catholic Institution, an
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editor at the Tribune, and a collaborator with Rodolphe Desdunes on
the Crusader, a newspaper edited by the Citizens’ Committee.181 And
the president of the Comité, Arthur Estèves, was credited with reviv-
ing the Catholic Institution when he was elected to the directorship in
1884.

The school had fallen into disrepair when formerly free people of
color, who would have supported the school through tuition, began to
send their children to the public schools, so much so that it was already
in desperate need of funds by 1868. There are numerous references to
the sad state of the Catholic Institution in the minutes of the Board
of Directors, none worse, perhaps, than the report that the school was
without books, that broken windowpanes in the girls’ classroom were
letting in the rain (“les pluies continuelles”), and there were holes in
the ceiling.182 The Archdiocese of the Catholic Church nearly confis-
cated the school and its property in the mid-1880s. (The archbishop of
the diocese had been appointed its guardian by Madame Couvent in
1847.) The petition filed with the district court in New Orleans charged
that the “Société pour l’instruction des orphelins dans l’indigence has
failed since the month of September 1874, to carry out the provisions
of the will” of Madame Couvent and “has failed to maintain, and carry
on any school for the purposes named in the will.”183 But by one ac-
count, the church’s suit originated because the leaders of the school
had planned to “abandon Catholic instruction” in favor of a secular
curriculum.184

Education, through the Catholic Institution, had been at the center of
the Afro-Creoles’ efforts to fight the repressions of the 1850s, and its
supporters seemed to have considered it a “public” school before the
war.185 With the end of the Civil War and emancipation, they devoted
their educational efforts to the cause of public schools, in particular to
“common schools,” and it was then that the Catholic Institution nearly
met its end. A school that had been designated for children of color at a
time when the public schools were closed to them, it was revived only
after the last efforts to prevent school segregation had been exhausted
and the “alarming effects” of segregation had become manifest. Ro-
dolphe Desdunes and the other directors managed to maintain control
over the Catholic Institution in the face of legal challenge from the
church. According to Desdunes, Estèves was appointed to the director-
ship with a solemn charge: “pour relever cette institution de ses ruines”
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—to lift this institution from ruin.186 That they succeeded, that the
Catholic Institution was revived, even while the South as a whole slid
toward its “nadir” in terms of race relations in the 1890s, suggests that
the Afro-Creoles’ vision for the future remained a positive one, unim-
peded by the segregated system they had fought so hard to prevent.
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Conclusion
Some Mighty Morning

After Reconstruction, the displacement of the black child as
a shared metaphor for the future was near total. Once white supremacy
became institutionalized in the South with de jure segregation at the
close of the nineteenth century, the notion that the black child might
represent a future of racial equality for the nation dissolved. Instead, the
debate over the black child after Reconstruction was one carried on
mostly among African Americans—whether black children should re-
ceive an industrial or a liberal education, or the best ways to promote
the propagation of the race in the face of violence and discrimination.1

Some northern philanthropists and reformers working in the South fo-
cused on the creation of an industrial school system for the training of
black children, but others turned away from them completely, deserting
the welfare of black children in order to rescue white children from
dangerous working conditions in the cotton mills that dotted the south-
ern landscape by the turn of the century. In the words of historian Shel-
ley Sallee, “As poor whites became a ‘white trash’ working class, re-
formers invented the ‘forgotten child’ as the country’s most promising
white, the purest Anglo-Saxon.”2

Indeed, the black child was a figure transformed from a metaphor for
the future to a bellwether for the racial climate of the post-Reconstruc-
tion era. Just before and during the sectional strife of the Civil War and
its immediate aftermath, the uncertain effects of slavery’s abolition upon
the racial ordering of American society made the black child a pivotal
figure within cultural and political debates. If the potential of that child
was feared by white supremacists, it was cultivated and anticipated by
those who favored racial equality in the United States. Even the advo-
cates of freedpeople, however, as we have seen with many reformers in
the South as well as some agents of the Freedmen’s Bureau, proved less
than ardent about the notion of equality, in theory or in practice, for
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former slaves. By the end of Reconstruction, the national discussion had
shifted away from the struggle for racial equality.3 In turn, the role of
the black child—freedom’s child—became a decidedly smaller one on
the national stage.

If the black child lost her hold on the imagination of many in Ameri-
can society in the late nineteenth century, however, she still remained
the focus of aspirations for African Americans. Northern black activ-
ist and historian W. E. B. Du Bois had his differences with the Afro-
Creoles who were his contemporaries—or, rather, they had their differ-
ences with him. Rodolphe Desdunes took aim at Du Bois, in print, for
his suggestion that all southern blacks were uncultured and uneducated.
In a pamphlet published in 1907, Desdunes even criticized Du Bois by
drawing a distinction between the “Latin Negro” (or Afro-Creole) and
the “Anglo-Saxon Negro”: “One hopes, the other doubts. Thus we of-
ten perceive that one makes every effort to acquire merits, the other to
gain advantage. One aspires to equality, the other to identity.”4 Despite
the anger in Desdunes’s critique, it reflected, nonetheless, the forward-
thinking disposition of Afro-Creole leaders. Yet Desdunes and Du Bois
were perhaps not so far apart. Both men shared a certain outlook,
founded on hope, that saw promise in the next generation. Du Bois,
perhaps the most eloquent African American to describe the darkest
hours in the South at the turn of the last century, nonetheless let fall a
slant of light near the end of his book, written from “behind the veil” of
blackness, The Souls of Black Folk (1903). It was a light that Desdunes
may have appreciated, in spite of himself: “Surely there shall yet dawn
some mighty morning to lift the Veil and set the prisoned free. Not for
me—I shall die in my bonds—but for fresh young souls who have not
known the night and waken to the morning: a morning when men ask
of the workman, not ‘Is he white?’ but ‘Can he work?’ When men ask
artists, not ‘Are they black?’ but ‘Do they know?’ ”5 Du Bois saw the
black child, freedom’s child, as the best hope for fairness and racial
equality in the United States, the bridge between past and present, black
and white, disparity and equal opportunity. He left the reader not in de-
spair of present conditions but looking forward. His words are still res-
onant, still necessary, and a fitting place to close a story that remains
unfinished.
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