
 

 

The Voices of Reconstruction 

Voice 1: Letter From a Freedman to His Former Master 

Dayton, Ohio, August 7, 1865. 

To my old Master, Colonel P. H. Anderson, Big Spring, Tennessee. 

Sir: I got your letter, and was glad to find that you had not forgotten Jourdon, and that you wanted me to come back 

and live with you again, promising to do better for me than anybody else can. I have often felt uneasy about you. I 

thought the Yankees would have hung you long before this, for harboring Rebs they found at your house. I suppose 

they never heard about your going to Colonel Martin’s to kill the Union soldier that was left by his company in their 

stable. Although you shot at me twice before I left you, I did not want to hear of your being hurt, and am glad you 

are still living. It would do me good to go back to the dear old home again, and see Miss Mary and Miss Martha and 

Allen, Esther, Green, and Lee. Give my love to them all, and tell them I hope we will meet in the better world, if not 

in this. I would have gone back to see you all when I was working in the Nashville Hospital, but one of the neighbors 

told me that Henry intended to shoot me if he ever got a chance. 

I want to know particularly what the good chance is you propose to give me. I am doing tolerably well here. I get 

twenty-five dollars a month, with victuals and clothing; have a comfortable home for Mandy,—the folks call her Mrs. 

Anderson,—and the children—Milly, Jane, and Grundy—go to school and are learning well. The teacher says Grundy 

has a head for a preacher. They go to Sunday school, and Mandy and me attend church regularly. We are kindly 

treated. Sometimes we overhear others saying, “Them colored people were slaves” down in Tennessee. The children 

feel hurt when they hear such remarks; but I tell them it was no disgrace in Tennessee to belong to Colonel 

Anderson. Many darkeys would have been proud, as I used to be, to call you master. Now if you will write and say 

what wages you will give me, I will be better able to decide whether it would be to my advantage to move back 

again. 

As to my freedom, which you say I can have, there is nothing to be gained on that score, as I got my free papers in 

1864 from the Provost-Marshal-General of the Department of Nashville. Mandy says she would be afraid to go back 

without some proof that you were disposed to treat us justly and kindly; and we have concluded to test your sincerity 



by asking you to send us our wages for the time we served you. This will make us forget and forgive old scores, and 

rely on your justice and friendship in the future. I served you faithfully for thirty-two years, and Mandy twenty 

years. At twenty-five dollars a month for me, and two dollars a week for Mandy, our earnings would amount to 

eleven thousand six hundred and eighty dollars. Add to this the interest for the time our wages have been kept back, 

and deduct what you paid for our clothing, and three doctor’s visits to me, and pulling a tooth for Mandy, and the 

balance will show what we are in justice entitled to. Please send the money by Adams’s Express, in care of V. Winters, 

Esq., 

Dayton, Ohio. If you fail to pay us for faithful labors in the past, we can have little faith in your promises in the 

future. We trust the good Maker has opened your eyes to the wrongs which you and your fathers have done to me 

and my fathers, in making us toil for you for generations without recompense. Here I draw my wages every Saturday 

night; but in Tennessee there was never any pay-day for the negroes any more than for the horses and cows. Surely 

there will be a day of reckoning for those who defraud the laborer of his hire. 

In answering this letter, please state if there would be any safety for my Milly and Jane, who are now grown up, and 

both good-looking girls. You know how it was with poor Matilda and Catherine. I would rather stay here and 

starve—and die, if it come to that—than have my girls brought to shame by the violence and wickedness of their 

young masters. You will also please state if there has been any schools opened for the colored children in your 

neighborhood. The great desire of my life now is to give my children an education, and have them form virtuous 

habits. 

Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for taking the pistol from you when you were shooting at me. 

From your old servant, 

Jourdon Anderson 

 “Letter from a freedman to his old master,” The Freedmen’s Book, Lydia Maria Child, ed. (Boston: 1865), 265-267. 

 

 



The Voices of Reconstruction 

Voice 2: Charlotte Forten Teaches Freed Children in South Carolina, 1864 

Charlotte Forten was born into a wealthy black family in Philadelphia. After receiving an education in Salem, Massachusetts, 

Forten became the first black American hired to teach white students. She lent her educational expertise to the war effort by 

relocating to South Carolina in 1862 with the goal of educating former slaves. This excerpt from her diary explains her 

experiences during this time. 

 The first day at school was rather trying. Most of my children were very small, and consequently restless. Some 

were too young to learn the alphabet. These little ones were brought to school because the older children — in 

whose care their parents leave them while at work — could not come without them. We were therefore willing 

to have them come, although they seemed to have discovered the secret of perpetual motion, and tried one’s 

patience sadly. But after some days of positive, though not severe treatment, order was brought out of chaos, and 

I found but little difficulty in managing and quieting the tiniest and most restless spirits. I never before saw children 

so eager to learn, although I had had several years’ experience in New England schools. Coming to school is a 

constant delight and recreation to them. They come here as other children go to play. The older ones, during the 

summer, work in the fields from early morning until eleven or twelve o’clock, and then come into school, after 

their hard toil in the hot sun, as bright and as anxious to learn as ever. 

Of course there are some stupid ones, but these are the minority. The majority learn with wonderful rapidity. 

Many of the grown people are desirous of learning to read. It is wonderful how a people who have been so long 

crushed to the earth, so imbruted as these have been, — and they are said to be among the most degraded 

negroes of the South, — can have so great a desire for knowledge, and such a capability for attaining it. One 

cannot believe that the haughty Anglo Saxon race, after centuries of such an experience as these people have had, 

would be very much superior to them. And one’s indignation increases against those who, North as well as South, 

taunt the colored race with inferiority while they themselves use every means in their power to crush and degrade 

them, denying them every right and privilege, closing against them every avenue of elevation and improvement. 

Were they, under such circumstances, intellectual and refined, they would certainly be vastly superior to any other 

race that ever existed. 



After the lessons, we used to talk freely to the children, often giving them slight sketches of some of the great and 

good men. Before teaching them the “John Brown” song, which they learned to sing with great spirit. Miss T. told 

them the story of the brave old man who had died for them. I told them about Toussaint, thinking it well they 

should know what one of their own color had done for his race. They listened attentively, and seemed to 

understand. We found it rather hard to keep their attention in school. It is not strange, as they have been so 

entirely unused to intellectual concentration. It is necessary to interest them every moment, in order to keep their 

thoughts from wandering. Teaching here is consequently far more fatiguing than at the North. In the church, we 

had of course but one room in which to hear all the children; and to make one’s self heard, when there were often 

as many as a hundred and forty reciting at once, it was necessary to tax the lungs very severely. 

My walk to school, of about a mile, was part of the way through a road lined with trees, — on one side stately 

pines, on the other noble live-oaks, hung with moss and canopied with vines. The ground was carpeted with 

brown, fragrant pine-leaves; and as I passed through in the morning, the woods were enlivened by the delicious 

songs of mocking-birds, which abound here, making one realize the truthful felicity of the description in 

“Evangeline,” — 

“The mocking-bird, wildest of singers, 

Shook from his little throat such floods of delirious music 

That the whole air and the woods and the waves seemed silent to listen.” 

The hedges were all aglow with the brilliant scarlet berries of the cassena, and on some of the oaks we observed 

the mistletoe, laden with its pure white, pearl-like berries. Out of the woods the roads are generally bad, and we 

found it hard work plodding through the deep sand. 

 Charlotte Forten, “Life on the Sea Islands,” Atlantic Monthly: A Magazine of Literature, Art, and Politics, Volume XIII 

(Boston: 1864), 591-592. 

 

 



Voices of Reconstruction 

Voice 3: The Black Codes of Mississippi (1865) 

Mississippi Black Code, 1865 

Many southern governments enacted legislation that reestablished antebellum power relationships. South Carolina and 

Mississippi passed laws known as Black Codes to regulate black behavior and impose social and economic control. While 

they granted some rights to African Americans – like the right to own property, to marry or to make contracts – they also 

denied other fundamental rights. Mississippi’s vagrant law, excerpted here, required all freedmen to carry papers proving 

they had means of employment. If they had no proof, they could be arrested, fined, or even re-enslaved and leased out to 

their former master. 

 Vagrancy Law 

Section 2. Be it further enacted, that all freedmen, free Negroes, and mulattoes in this state over the age of eighteen 

years found on the second Monday in January 1866, or thereafter, with no lawful employment or business, or 

found unlawfully assembling themselves together either in the day or nighttime, and all white persons so assembling 

with freedmen, free Negroes, or mulattoes, or usually associating with freedmen, free Negroes, or mulattoes on 

terms of equality, or living in adultery or fornication with a freedwoman, free Negro, or mulatto, shall be deemed 

vagrants; and, on conviction thereof, shall be fined in the sum of not exceeding, in the case of a freedman, free 

Negro, or mulatto, 150, and a white man, $200, and imprisoned at the discretion of the court, the free Negro not 

exceeding ten days, and the white man not exceeding six months…. 

Civil Rights of Freedmen 

Section 1. Be it enacted by the legislature of the state of Mississippi, that all freedmen, free Negroes, and mulattoes 

may sue and be sued, implead and be impleaded in all the courts of law and equity of this state, and may acquire 

personal property and choses in action, by descent or purchase, and may dispose of the same in the same manner 

and to the same extent that white persons may: 



Provided, that the provisions of this section shall not be construed as to allow any freedman, free Negro, or mulatto 

to rent or lease any lands or tenements, except in incorporated towns or cities, in which places the corporate 

authorities shall control the same…. 

Section 7. Be it further enacted, that every civil officer shall, and every person may, arrest and carry back to his or 

her legal employer any freedman, free Negro, or mulatto who shall have quit the service of his or her employer 

before the expiration of his or her term of service without good cause, and said officer and person shall be entitled 

to receive for arresting and carrying back every deserting employee aforesaid the sum of $5, and 10 cents per mile 

from the place of arrest to the place of delivery, and the same shall be paid by the employer, and held as a setoff 

for so much against the wages of said deserting employee: 

Provided, that said arrested party, after being so returned, may appeal to a justice of the peace or member of the 

board of police of the county, who, on notice to the alleged employer, shall try summarily whether said appellant is 

legally employed by the alleged employer and his good cause to quit said employer; either party shall have the right 

of appeal to the county court, pending which the alleged deserter shall be remanded to the alleged employer or 

otherwise disposed of as shall be right and just, and the decision of the county court shall be final. 

Penal Code 

Section 1. Be it enacted by the legislature of the state of Mississippi, that no freedman, free Negro, or mulatto not in 

the military service of the United States government, and not licensed so to do by the board of police of his or her 

county, shall keep or carry firearms of any kind, or any ammunition, dirk, or Bowie knife; and, on conviction thereof 

in the county court, shall be punished by fine, not exceeding $10, and pay the costs of such proceedings, and all such 

arms or ammunition shall be forfeited to the informer; and it shall be the duty of every civil and military officer to 

arrest any freedman, free Negro, or mulatto found with any such arms or ammunition, and cause him or her to be 

committed for trial in default of bail…  

Edward McPherson, The Political History of the United Stats of America during the period known as 

Reconstruction…. (Washington D.C.: 1871), 80-82. 

 

 



Voices of Reconstruction 

Voice 4: General Reynolds Describes Lawlessness in Texas, 1868 

Most histories of the Civil War claim that the war ended in the summer of 1865 when Confederate armies surrendered. 

However, violent resistance and terrorism continued in the South for over a decade. In this report, General J.J. Reynolds 

describes the lawlessness of Texas during Reconstruction.   

General: I have the honor to forward herewith annual tabular statement of expeditions and souts, and reports of 

movements of the various regiments serving in this district, for the year ending September 30, 1868. 

Armed organizations, generally known as “Ku-Klux Klans,” exist, independently or in concert with other armed 

bands, in many parts of Texas, but are most numerous, bold, and aggressive east of Trinity River. 

The precise objects of the organizations cannot be readily explained, but seems, in this state, to be to disarm, rob, 

and in many cases murder Union men and negroes, and as occasion may offer, murder United States officers and 

soldiers; also to intimidate every one who knows anything of the organization but who will not join it. 

The civil law east of the Trinity River is almost a dead letter. In some counties the civil officers are all, or a portion 

of them, members of the Klan. In other counties where the civil officers will not join the Klan, or some other 

armed band, they have been compelled to leave their counties. Examples are Van Zandt, Smith, and Marion 

counties; (the county seat of the latter is Jefferson.) 

In many counties where the county officers have not been driven off their influence is scarcely felt. What political 

end, if any, is aimed at by these bands I cannot say, but they attend in large bodies the political meetings 

(barbecues) which have been and are still being held in various parts of this State under the auspices of the 

democratic clubs of the different counties. 

The speakers encourage their attendance, and in several counties men have been indicated by name from the 

speaker’s stand, as those selected for murder. The men thus pointed out have no course left them but to leave 

their homes or be murdered on the first convenient opportunity. 

The murder of negroes is so common as to render it impossible to keep an accurate account of them. 



Many of the members of these bands of outlaws are transient persons in the State; the absence of railroads and 

telegraphs and great length of time required to communicate between remote points facilitating their devilish 

purposes. 

These organizations are evidently countenanced, or at least not discouraged, by a majority of the white people in 

the counties where the bands are most numerous. They could not otherwise exist. 

I have given this matter close attention, and am satisfied that a remedy to be effective must be gradually applied 

and continued with the firm support of the army until these outlaws are punished or dispersed. 

They cannot be punished by the civil courts until some examples by military commissions show that men can be 

punished in Texas for murder and kindred crimes. Perpetrators of such crimes have not heretofore, except in very 

rare instances, been punished in this state at all. 

Free speech and a free press, as the terms are generally understood in other States, have never existed in Texas. 

In fact, the citizens of other states cannot appreciate the state of affairs in Texas without actually experiencing it. 

The official reports of lawlessness and crime, so far from being exaggerated, do not tell the whole truth. 

Jefferson is the center from which most of the trade, travel, and lawlessness of eastern Texas radiate, and at this 

point or its vicinity there should be stationed about a regiment of troops. The recent murder at Jefferson of Hon. 

G. W. Smith, a delegate to the constitutional convention, has made it necessary to order more troops to that 

point. This movement weakens the frontier posts to such an extent as to impair their efficiency for protection 

against Indians, but the bold, wholesale murdering in the interior of the state seems at present to present a more 

urgent demand for the troops than Indian depredations.  

To restore measurable peace and quiet to Texas will require, for a long time, that troops be stationed at many 

county seats, until, by their presence, and aid if necessary, the civil law can be placed in the hands of reliable 

officers, and executed. This will be the work of years, and will be fully accomplished only by an increase of 

population.  

“Report of Brevet Major General J. J. Reynolds, Commanding Fifth Military District” in Annual Report of the 

Secretary of War (Washington: 1868), 704-705. 



Voices of Reconstruction 

Voice 5: Frederick Douglass on Remembering the Civil War, 1877 

Americans came together after the Civil War largely by collectively forgetting what the war was about. Celebrations honored 

the bravery of both armies, and the meaning of the war faded. Frederick Douglass and other black leaders engaged with 

Confederate sympathizers in a battle of historical memory. In this speech, Douglass calls on Americans to remember the war 

for what it was—a struggle between an army fighting to protect slavery and a nation reluctantly transformed into a force for 

liberation. 

Fellow-citizens, I am not here to fan the flame of sectional animosity, to revive old issues, or to stir up strife 

between the races; but no candid man, looking at the political situation of the hour, can fail to see that we are still 

afflicted by the painful sequences both of slavery and of the late rebellion. In the spirit of the noble man whose 

image now looks down upon us we should have “charity toward all, and malice toward none.” In the language of 

our greatest soldier, twice honored with the Presidency of the nation. “Let us have peace.” Yes, let us have peace, 

but let us have liberty, law, and justice first. Let us have the Constitution, with it thirteenth, fourteenth, and 

fifteenth amendments, fairly interpreted, faithfully executed, and cheerfully obeyed in the fullness of their spirit and 

the completeness of their letter…. 

My own feeling toward the old master class of the South is well known. Though I have worn the yoke of bondage, 

and have no love for what are called the good old times of slavery, there is in my heart no taint of malice toward 

the ex-slaveholders. Many of them were not sinners above all others, but were in some sense the slaves of the 

slave system, for slavery was a power in the State greater than the State itself. With the aid of a few brilliant 

orators and plotting conspirators, it sundered the bonds of the Union and inaugurated war…. 

Nevertheless, we must not be asked to say that the South was right in the rebellion, or to say the North was 

wrong. We must not be asked to put no difference between those who fought for the Union and those who 

fought against it, or between loyalty and treason… 

But the sectional character of this war was merely accidental and its least significant feature. It was a war of ideas, a 

battle of principles and ideas which united one section and divided the other; a war between the old and new, 

slavery and freedom, barbarism and civilization; between a government based upon the broadest and grandest 



declaration of human rights the world ever heard or read, and another pretended government, based upon an 

open, bold and shocking denial of all rights, except the right of the strongest. 

Good, wise, and generous men at the North, is power and out of power, for whose good intentions and 

patriotism we must all have the highest respect, doubt the wisdom of observing this memorial day, and would have 

us forget and forgive, strew flowers alike and lovingly, on rebel and on loyal graves. This sentiment is noble and 

generous, worthy of all honor as such; but it is only a sentiment after all, and must submit to its own rational 

limitations. There was a right side and a wrong side in the late war, which no sentiment ought to cause us to 

forget, and while today we should have malice toward none, and charity toward all, it is no part of our duty to 

confound right with wrong, or loyalty with treason. If the observance of this memorial days has any apology, office, 

or significance, it is derived from the moral character of this war, from the far-reaching, unchangeable and eternal 

principles in dispute, and for which our sons and brothers encountered hardship, danger, and death…. 

… though freedom of speech and of the ballot have for the present fallen before the shot-guns of the South, and, 

the party of slavery is now in the ascendant, we need bate no jot of heart or hope. The American people will, in 

any great emergency, be true to themselves. The heart of the nation is still sound and strong, and as in the past, so 

in the future, patriotic millions, with able captains to lead them, will stand as a wall of fire around the Republic, and 

in the end see Liberty, Equality, and Justice triumphant. 

  

Frederick Douglass, “Speech delivered in Madison Square, New York, Decoration Day.” 1877. Library of Congress, 

Manuscript Division 

 

 

 

 


