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Document Set 1: African Americans in Government

Radical Members of the First Legislature After the War, South Carolina

In South Carolina, newly enfranchised African Americans, who heavily outnumbered 
whites, were able to elect a black majority to the State House of Representatives for 
every session but one during the Reconstruction Era. Although whites who opposed 
Reconstruction policies often pointed to South Carolina as an example of corruption,  
the new State Assembly passed laws ensuring funding for public education, securing  
the franchise for all men, and protecting civil rights.

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
Photograph by Shorey, “Radical Members of the First Legislature After the War, South Carolina” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1068

Radical Members of the First Legislature After  
the War, South Carolina
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Document Set 1: African Americans in Government (continued)

Gathering the Dead and Wounded

A Harper’s Weekly engraving shows some of the grim results of a terrorist attack on the 
African American citizens of the rural town of Colfax, Louisiana, in April 1873. Starting in 
1871, the Democratic Party in several Southern states began an organized campaign of 
intimidation to unseat Republicans from state governments. They drove whites out of the 
Republican Party through race-baiting, economic pressure, and threats of violence and 
intimidated African American Republicans through violence and economic coercion. In 
Colfax, freedmen who feared Democrats would seize the county government blockaded 
the town and held it for three weeks until they were overpowered by the White League, 
a paramilitary group that targeted black and white Republicans throughout Louisiana. 
Seventy African Americans and two whites were murdered in Colfax; most of the murdered 
African Americans had already surrendered when they were killed. The massacre in Colfax 
was one of hundreds of such attacks on black voters, politicians, schools, and farms 
during the Reconstruction Era.

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
Unknown, “Gathering the Dead and Wounded” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1528

Gathering the Dead and Wounded
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Document Set 2: Sharecropping

A South Carolina Landowner Attempts to Indenture a Free Child

When slavery ended, Southern landowners attempted to establish a labor system that 
would pay freed people low wages and keep them under strict control. One method of 
accomplishing this was through indenture contracts for African American children who 
were orphans or whose families were incapable of providing for them. These contracts 
required that the master feed, house, clothe, and educate the child for a set period 
of years (sometimes as long as a decade or more) in exchange for the child’s labor. 
Some states passed laws requiring that former owners have the first opportunity to 
indenture orphans who had once belonged to them. Many African American parents 
objected to this system. As this report from a Freedmen’s Bureau agent demonstrates, 
the Freedmen’s Bureau frequently intervened in such disputes between landowners and 
freed people. 
 
In one instance a Mr. Ben Ville Ponteaux living about 38 miles from Charleston on the 
North Eastern R. Road held a freedman’s son, aged about 12 years, against the wishes 
of his father, who complained to me about it. On my request to Mr. Ponteaux to inform 
me whether or not he had authority to retain the boy in his service, I received no answer, 
but Mr. Ponteaux is said to have remarked that he had nothing to do with the ‘Yankees’ 
and to have threatened to shoot the boy’s father if he again came to his house. I went 
to Mr. Ponteaux to enquire on the matter, and found the boy there. Mr. Ponteaux gave 
as his reason for holding the boy that he was unwilling to live with his father. I sent the 
boy to his parents. Mr. Ponteaux denied having made the above-mentioned remark and 
to have threatened to shoot the boy’s father. At first I intended to arrest and bring this 
man to trial, but finding that I could not get sufficient evidence to convict him, I merely 
confiscated his gun thereby preventing him to carry out his threat to shoot.

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
F. W. Liedke, “A South Carolina Landowner Attempts to Indenture a Free Child” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1531
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Document Set 2: Sharecropping (continued)

Agreement of Labor for a Mr. Montgomery and Others

Hired for labor 
 
This item is an agreement for labor for 
Montgomery and 17 others with a  
Mr. Lipscomb. 
 
Abner E. Lipscomb of Mecklenburg 
County, North Carolina, entered into  
this labor agreement on December 24, 
1866 with many people, including two 
families that had seven children under  
the age of 12.  
 
Many slaves could not read or write.  
They indicated their consent to a contract 
by placing an “X” by their name on this 
document; look for the “X” with Jack 
Montgomery’s name.

Agreement of Labor for a Mr. Montgomery and Others 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records  
Administration 

An additional sharecropping contract document can be 
found at: http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/re-
construction/resources/sharecropper-contract-1867 

Contract
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Document Set 3: Freedmen’s Bureau

H. G. Judd, “The Freedmen’s Bureau Aids Civil War Refugees”

In the chaotic last days of the Civil War, newly emancipated slaves were on the move 
across the South. Some had escaped bondage by joining Union military forces and 
following them; others were attempting to reunite with lost family members. Most had 
only the clothes on their backs. In March 1865 Congress established the Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (which became known as the Freedmen’s 
Bureau) to oversee the transition from slavery to freedom. The Freedmen’s Bureau 
provided food, shelter, and medical aid to the freed people and other war refugees. 
The Sanitary Commission was a U.S. government agency that coordinated the work of 
women volunteers to the Union cause during the war. The author’s original spelling and 
grammar have been preserved. 
 
The average arrivals of Freedmen in transit from all parts of the state, Georgia, Florida, 
and North Carolina seeking their relatives and endeavoring to reach their homes have 
been fifty (50) per day, and twenty one thousand (21,000) rations have been issued to 
such persons during June and July on the ground of absolute destitution and inability 
to proceed further without such aid.... One hundred articles of clothing have been given 
to Freedmen since June 1st, the value of which was fifty dollars ($50.00). The whole of it 
was donated by the Agent of the Sanitary Commission and no supplies distributed from 
this office have apparently been more needed or better bestowed.... Many of those who 
followed Genl. Sherman from Georgia, suffering from the toilsome march, exposure and 
insufficient clothing & food died soon after reaching Port Royal, leaving friendless and 
unprotected orphans; of this class a large number subsist we hardly know how, mainly 
in Beaufort & it seems an imperative duty to provide for them some place of refuge. The 
benevolence of northern associations will secure clothing & but the Govt should set apart 
from unsold property a building or buildings in which they can be properly cared for.

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
H. G. Judd, “The Freedmen’s Bureau Aids Civil War Refugees” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1527
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Document Set 3: Freedmen’s Bureau (continued)

Alfred R. Waud

Because marriages between slaves before emancipation had no legal standing, many 
couples rushed to have their marriages officially registered and made solemn during 
Reconstruction. The Freedmen’s Bureau along with African American ministers became 
strong advocates of legalized marriages. This sketch showed a chaplain marrying an 
African American couple in the offices of the Vicksburg, Mississippi, Freedmen’s Bureau. 
The sketch was the basis for a news illustration published in Harper’s Weekly. Marriage 
was only one way that former slaves exercised their new freedom. For many former 
slaves, freedom meant choosing a new name for themselves, dressing as they pleased, 
learning to read, or refusing to be deferential toward their former owner.

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
Alfred R. Waud, “Marriage of a Colored soldier at Vicksburg by Chaplain Warren of the Freedmen’s Bureau” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1219

Marriage of a Colored soldier at Vicksburg by Chaplain Warren of the Freedmen’s Bureau
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Document Set 3: Freedmen’s Bureau (continued)

Report for the Williams School in Virginia

Teachers reported to the Freedmen’s Bureau monthly listing information such as the  
number of students enrolled in their school, sources of financial support, and which 
subjects students were studying. Despite their impoverished condition, African Americans  
contributed as best they could to support education in their communities. It is reported 
by this teacher that “the people are not able to pay the tuition, but they want to send their 
children to school.”

Records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands 
Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration

School Report
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Document Set 4: Black Codes

Black Codes Restrict Newly Won Freedom
In the fall of 1865, white Southerners, most of them ex -Confederates and planters, won large majorities 
in local and state elections throughout the South. They quickly passed a series of restrictive laws, or 
Black Codes, which varied only slightly from state to state. These laws were designed to control and 
limit the political, social, and economic opportunities of African Americans, forcing them to work under 
conditions not very different from slavery. The punishment for violating the codes was years of unpaid 
hard labor. In response, freedmen demanded that the federal government do more to protect their 
rights; outraged white Northerners urged their Congressmen to intervene as well.

Vagrancy

Any person who is able to work is not allowed to wander or stroll about leisurely. 
Such people will be deemed vagrants and be arrested. Anyone can arrest a vagrant. 
Landowners or other people with a source of income are not subject to vagrancy laws. 
(Georgia)

Labor and Contracts

No person of color can be an artisan, mechanic or shop keeper, or pursue any other trade 
or business besides farming, manual labor, or domestic service. (South Carolina) 
 
Police and sheriffs must find and arrest any laborer or domestic servant who quits his 
or her job before the contract has expired; the police or sheriff must return the laborer 
or servant to his or her employer. Any person is allowed to fetch and return laborers and 
servants who quit their jobs, but only police and sheriffs are compelled to. (Mississippi) 
 
When a person of color working on a farm or plantation deliberately disobeys orders, is 
impudent or disrespectful to his employer, refuses to do the work assigned, or leaves the 
premises, he can be arrested. (Florida) 
 
If a judge declares that a parent cannot support his or her children, then the children can 
be bound out as apprentices until they are 21 (for boys) and 16 (for girls). (Alabama) 
 
The former slave owner gets first preference when their former slave children are bound 
out as apprentices. (Georgia and North Carolina) 
 
It is illegal for any person to hire or to offer a better contract to any black person 
contracted in domestic service or manual labor to another. (Mississippi)
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Testifying Against Whites

No person of color can testify against a white person in court unless the white person 
agrees to it. (North Carolina)

Serving in State Militias

No person of color can serve in the state militia; it is illegal for black people to own 
firearms, swords, or other military weapons. (South Carolina)

Crime and Punishment

Each county will elect two jail keepers, one to be in charge of poor whites and one to be 
in charge of poor blacks. (North Carolina) 
 
If any white person sees a black person commit a misdemeanor or felony crime, the 
white person has the authority to arrest the black person. If a white person commits a 
crime, then the witness must first get a warrant for his arrest from a judge before the 
criminal can be arrested. (South Carolina) 
 
It is legal to prevent the escape of a black person who has committed a crime at night by 
any means necessary, even if the black person is killed. (South Carolina) 
 
Any black man who is convicted of rape or attempted rape of a white woman will be 
given the death penalty. (North Carolina)

Interracial Marriage

It is a felony crime for any person of color to marry a white person; white people may 
not marry freedmen or other people of color. Any person who commits this crime will be 
sentenced to life in prison. (Mississippi)

Voting

Only white men can serve on juries, hold office, and vote in any state, county, or 
municipal election. (Texas) 
 
No colored persons have the right to vote, hold office, or sit on juries in this state. 
(Tennessee)

American Social History Project/Center for Media Learning 
Various, “Black Codes Restrict Newly Won Freedom” Adapted from “The American Black Codes, 1865–1866” 
HERB: Resources for Teachers: http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1525
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