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“FREEDOM TO WORK,
NOTHING MORE NOR LESS:”
The Freedmens Bureau, White Planters, and Black
Contract Labor in Postwar Tennessee, 1865-1868

By David §. Leventhal *

Toward the end of 1865 Tennessee’s agriculmural production had slowed to a
crawl. With winter rapidly approaching, thousands of displaced freedpeople
congregated in cities—homeless, jobless, eager to experience freedom, and reluctant
to resumne the plantation labor that had characterized their enslavement. White Ten-
nesseans and Freedmen’s Bureau officials recognized the urgent task set before them:
to mend the crippled Southern economy and police the masses of allegedly indolent
and unruly freed blacks. Chief Commissiener Oliver Otis Howard assured planters
that the bureau would “da everything possible to quicken and direct the industry of
the refugees and freedmen,” and to “promeote good order and prosperity” in Tennes-
Sef:.l

The canservative Nashville Dispatch offered a simple solution: “All that is necessary
to make the labor of the negroes useful . . . is to impress the fact upon their minds
that their freedom is just like the white man’s freedom—freedom to worlk and earn
an honest living, nothing more nor less.”? But black freedom was never intended to
be “just like the white man’s.” Blacks were offered a free labor system vastly different
from that of the North, in which federal officials compelled them into legally-bind-
ing contracts with former masters; those who resisted or reneged were subject to strict
legal penalties under bureau-enforced vagrancy laws. The Dispatch was sure to an-
nounce this policy to whites across the state: “when [freedpeople] enter into contracts
they must fulfill them . .. or .. . the law will punish them severely.”

The bureaw’s official policy on black labor was philanthropic; ostensibly, its job
was to ease freedpeople’s transition from enslaved chattel to freed laborer, and to pro-
tect their rights by ensuring “fair and equitable” labor agreements with former mas-

* The author s a graduate student in History at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. He would like to
extend his appreciation to Prof. Stephen Ash and Prof. Ernest Freeberg for their gencrous support and invaiu-
able guidance. The author would also like to thank the anonymous readets whose recommendations greadly
improved this article.

! New York Times, December 20, 1865,

¢ Nashville Dispatch, September 20, 1865.

* Ibid.
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ters. However, Tennessee’s bureau records
and newspapers suggest that the unofficial
agenda was to secure black labor through
the burean’s peculiar forced-concract sys-
tem that was never actually free. Blacks
possessed very litte negotiating power in
determining their wages, and by signing
contracts they actually forfeited their only
bargaining chip in this system: the right to
quit. Once legally bound by the Freedmen’s
Bureau-approved contrac, they became
confined to the plantation and subjugated
in much rthe same manner as during their
enslavement, to the direct benefit of whise
planters.®

Southern whites worked in concert with

General Oliver Otis Howard, Chief the bureau by adopting and enforcing its
Commissioner of the Bureau of Refugees, R . .
Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, more often  SLELCT labor policy on idle blacks. But were

known as the Freedmen’s Bureau. From the  they merely using the bureau’s ideal or were
Library of Congress. they actually shaping it? Based on the infor-
mation contained in Tennessee’s bureau records, it appears the process was reciprocal.
There was little indication of any white resistance to the bureau’s labor policy in Ten-
nessee; in fact, the evidence suggests that white Tennesseans conveniently embraced
the policy and promoted it through every means available. They actively used the bu-
reau to seck and secute black labor, and contracts became a useful tool for planters to
enforce their authority throughout the year. An analysis of a sample of contracts and
other bureau records from Tennessee unveils the inherent bias in the contract system
and underscores the cohesion of bureau agents and white Tennesseans who worked
together toward common goals of ensuring agricultural stabilicy and maintaining the
pre-war racial hierarchy. '

The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, or Freedmen’s Bu-
reau, was established during the Civil War to aid blacks during the infancy of their
freedom. Under the authority of the Chief Commissioner, Oliver Otis Howard, as-
sistant commissioners and their staffs managed the various state offices; sub-assistant
commissioners directed the sub-districts; and assistant sub-assistant commissioners,
field agents, and civilian and military superintendents worked at the local level. Ten-
nessee was divided into five sub-districts with headquarters at Nashville, Memphis,
Chattanooga, Pulaski, and Knoxville. The assistant commissioner corresponded ex-

4Selected Records of the Tennessee Field Office of the Burcau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands,
1865-1872, National Archives Microfilm Publication T142 {hereafter referred to as BRFAL Field Office
Records), Rolls 66, 70-72, passim; Records of the Assistant Commissioner for the State of Tennessee, Bureaw
of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-1869, National Archives Microfilm Publication M%9%
(hereafter referred o as BRFAL Assistant Cornmissioner Records), Rolls 20-24, passim.
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tensively with the national headquarters in Washingron, as well as with the various
sub-district offices, regarding the condition of freedpeople in those areas.

The records generated by Tennessee’s bureau offer a unique case study because the
state is representative of many different regions of the South. The postwar South was
not a cohesive region, but was made up of distinct sections that varied geographically,
agriculturally, and demographically. Tennessee reflects that diversity: West Tennessee
was the state’s cotton belt, where most of the plantations existed and most of the
freedpeaple resided; Middle Tennessee was the upcountry {although not endrely),
where many freedpeople gathered during and after the war, and where much of the
state’s tobacco and grain was produced; and East Tennessee was the hilly region,
where insufficiency of tillable soil prevented the development of farge plantations and
where significantly fewer freedpeople lived. A close examination of bureau records
and newspapers from each of these divetse tegions in Tennessee provides 2 compre-
hensive representation of black labor as it existed throughout the South.

While Tennessee sources confirm most of the previous scholarship dewiled below,
at least one significant difference can be discerned with regard to black contract labor:
a large majority of bureau-approved labor contracts drafted between 1865 and 1868
indicate wage earners rather than sharecroppers, while most Southern state records
indicate the latter {this is further explained below), This could mean thar, due to the
stronger influence of Republican ideologies in Tennessee such as free labor, bureau
agents tended to push harder for wage stipulation on contracts rather than crop shar-
ing or tenant farming. It could also mean thar plantets found it much easier to with-
hold wage payments each month rather than a share of the crop at the season’s end,
or that it was easier to entice blacks with the promise of monthly wages than with a
share of the crop.”

Despite this difference, however, and despite Tennessee’s unique Civil War and
Reconstruction history, the experience of freedpeople in the Volunteer State was not
significantly different from other Southern states during the postwar years, Tennes-
see’s freed blacks experienced the same hardships that others throughout the South
expetienced, even in the eastern towns and cities where relatively more Unionist
sentiment existed after the war. The lack of plantations in Knoxville, Chattanooga,
and Greeneville might have prevented freedpeople’s return to slave-like conditions
in those areas, but contracts and reports of outrages from Hamilton and Greene
Counties show that, although fewer in number, freedpeople were met with the same
antagonisms as elsewhere in the South. Furthermore, it has been largely confirmed by
historians that the bureau was often more beneficial to white planters than freed lab-
orers in most, if not all, Southern states. Therefore, the benefit of Tennessec’s bureau
records lie in their confirmarion of the existing scholarship, except with regard to the

3 For thorough discussions of nineteenth-century free labor ideology, see Eric Foner, Free Soif, Free Labar,
Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party Before the Civil War (New York, 1995); Eric Foner, Politrcs and
Ideology in the Age of the Civil War (New York, 1980); David Montgomery, Beyond Eguality: Labor and the
Radical Republicans, 1862-1872 (New Yok, 1967).
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difference detailed in the historiographical discussion below.®

Until the early 1960s, scholars approached historics of the bureau in a general way,
attempting to understand its policies and procedures throughout the entire South.
George R. Bentley’s 1955 book was the first comprehensive study of the bureau and
included detailed discussions of its system of contract labor, While pre-1960s histori-
ans make imporrant assertions about the nature of the bureau, their brief discussions
of its specific operations in local areas of the South inadequately address its impor-
tance as an instrument of social and economic control.’

Much of the early scholarship lacks localized portrayals of the burean that assign
historical specificity to its operations, while providing, in microcosm, a more accurate
and complete picture of the South. Badly needed state studies began appearing in the
1960s, including Paul David Phillips’s 1966 article, “White Reaction to the Freed-
men’s Bureau in Tennessee,” in the Tenmessee Historical Quarterly. Phillips focuses
primarily on white Tennesseans, but he also demonstrates the rendency of 1960s
scholars to portray the bureau as morally virruous. Writing at the peak of the civil
rights movement, Phillips and others emphasized the centrality of white resistance to
the denial and prevention of black freedom. Phillips argues that bureau agents acted
out of sincerity and were thwarted only by stubborn white belligerency; white resist-
ance alone prevented agents from protecting blacks’ interests in labor agreements.
In fact, it appears that Phillips over-emphasizes white influences on controlling the
“free-cantract-wage system of labor” and thus inadequately addresses the racism in-
herent therein.?

In Masters without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War and Reconstruction,
James L. Roark describes the bureau’s system of contract labor as “in many ways not a
dramatic break with slavery.” In fact, he argues that planters and bureau agents agreed
on the proper socioeconomic status of blacks in the South: “Occupying Northerners
believed, like planters, that blacks should remain on plantations, labor diligently; and
continue to be subordinate and obedient. . . . The new regulations were intended

6 For concise discussions of the Freedmen's Bureaur’s activities regarding labor in statcs other than Tennessee,
see Nancy Cohen-Lack, “4 Struggle for Sovereigniy: National Censolidazien, Emancipation, and Free Labor
in Texas, 1863,” Journal of Southern History 58 (1992): 57-98; Robert A., Calvert, ed., “The Freedmen and
Agriculeural Prosperity,” Southwwestern Historical Quarterfy 76 (1973): 461-471; William L. Richer, A Dear
Little job': Second Licutenant Hiram E Willis, Freedmen's Bureau Agent in Southwestern Arkansas, 1866-
1868, Arkansas Historical Quarterly 50 (1991): 158-200; Lee W, Pormwalt, ed., “Petitioning Congress for
Protection: A Black View of Reconstruction at the Local Level,” Geargia Hisiorical Quarterly 73 (1989): 305-
322; joe M. Richardson, “The Freedmen’s Bureau and Negro Labor in Florida,” Floride Historieal Quarterly
39 (1960): 167-174; Solomon K, Smith, “The Freedmen’s Bureau in Shrevepaort: The Struggle for Cenirol of
the Red River District,” Lowisiana Historp41 (2000 435-465; Julic Saville, The Work of Reconsiruction: From
Stave to Wage Labor in Soutlr Carolina, 1860-1870 New York, 1994).

? George R. Bentley, A History of the Freedmen’ Bureaw (Philadelphia, 1955), 49.

* Pausl David Phillips, “White Reaction to the Freedmen’s Bureau in Tenncssee,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly
53 (1966): 53; Richazdson, "Ncgro Labor in Florida,” 167-174.
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to maintain control over blacks and to stabilize plantation agriculture. . . . Union
officials created a system of forced free labor (emphasis added).” Writing from the
perspective of postwar Southern planters, Roark seeks to uncover what the bureau’s
new contract system mmeant to former masters. While many resented the bureaus
purported anthority, others worked together with the bureau o ensure a malleable
black labor force. Roatk uncovers some fascinating truths about planters’ opinion of
the bureau, and how that might have affected its operations, and his findings are sup-
ported by Tennessee newspapers and Freedmen’s Bureau records.

Gerald David Jayness 1986 study emphasizes the deficiencies inherent in the
forced-free-contract system. Jaynes discovers that contracts rarely represented “free
and equal” agreements. Freedpeople had no authority 1o negotiate and were forced
o work for a promise of furure imbursement. According to Jaynes, bureau-enforced
contracts essentially re-enslaved freedpeople. He also demonstrates that most blacks
considered contracts little better than a return to enslavement, Idleness during their
first year of freedom did not reflect freedpeople’s indolenr nature, but rather their de-
sire to be free, He finds that freedpeople prefeered wages to sharecropping because the
wage system less resembled enslavement, but most were forced to sharecrop because
of planters’ inability to pay cash wages. According to Jaynes’s evidence, wage earners
were 30 percent more efficient than sharecroppers, and therefore planters preferred
wages to sharecropping also. On the whole, planters in Tennessee were no exception
in this regard; however, Tennessee’s labor contracts—which have remained largely
unexamined to this point—indicate that most freedpeople were wage-earners, not
sharecroppers, during the immediate postwar years. This not only justifies new schol-

arship in Tennessee’s bureau records that have been largely unexamined, it is a testa-
ment to the usefulness of localized studies of the burean throughout the South.'®
While Robert Tracy McKenzie’s 1994 book purportedly deals with Tennessee’s
plantation belt and its upcountry during the postwar years, the reader soon finds
that the research tends to focus on the later stages of Reconstruction. The book is
arranged topically and chronologically, each chapter covering a different feature of
Tennessee agriculture at different times, from the antebellum period through the
early 1900s. Actually, McKenzie includes only one chapter dealing with freedpeople
and Tennessee agriculrure during the bureau’s tenure entitled “Change and Uncer-
tainty May Be Anticipated: Freedmen and the Reorganization of Tennessee Agricul-
ture.” This short essay covers a period of over twenty years and most of the evidence
pertains to the later stages of Reconstruction. McKenzic’s is a fascinating study of
Tennessee’s agriculeural census through Reconstruction, but his scope in this chaprer
is too large; what is needed is a magnified study of black labor in postwar Tennessce,
a topic that has received inadequate attention from historians. Furthermore, other

? James L. Roark, Musters without Slaves: Ssuthern Planters in the Civil War and Recansiruction (New Yok,
1977), 114,

" Gerald David Jaynes, Branches withsut Roots: Genesis of the Black Warking Class in the American South, 1862-
1882 (New York, 1986), 71-73, 75-76, 128.
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than the letters of Clinten B, Fisk, McKenzie largely ignores the Freedmen’s Bureau
records. The general correspondence, bureau court records, and labor contracts pro-
vide a wide variety of information about freed labarers in Tennessee that McKenzie
would have found useful.!

Using Jaynes's work as a starting point provides a useful addendum to McKenzie's
research, addressing the questions he left unanswered: What was the bureau’s policy
on black labor in Tennessee? Were wages, provisions, and stipulations “fair and eg-
uitable” in Tennessee contracts? What differences, if any, can be discerned across
Tennessee’s varied regions? Were freed Tennesseans really free laborers, as the bureau
purported? What was the general attitude of white Tennesseans toward the bureau
and freed laborers? In what ways did Tennessee planters exploit the bureau’s contract
system to compel black labar?

During the fall and winter of 1865, Tennessee communities prepared chemselves
for what they perceived as flocks of indigent freedpeople heading north from che
Deep South. In November 1865, the Memphis Daily Appeal published a statement
warning readers that “numbers of negroes are leaving . . . Mississippi and coming
to Tennessee.”'? In order to handle these throngs of alleged vagrants, many state
legislatures passed “black codes,” or bills designed to regulate and control the daily
activities of freed blacks. Ironically, the sections dealing with black labor are nearly
identical to the bureau’s official policies. To assure that local and federal authorities
were prepared, the Daily Appeal published the complete Freedmen’s Testimony Bill,
passed by the Tennessee state legislarure in 1865. Although entitled “A Bill to Con-
fer Civil Rights on Freedmen,” these black codes resembled a list of responsibilities
more than a statement of rights. A sizeable portion of this declaration—four out

of ten sections—was devoted to fabor regulation and explaining bureau and civic
expectations:

Be it further enacted, That every freedman, free negro and mu-
latto, shall, on the second Monday, of January, one thousand eight
hundred and sixty-six, and annually thereafter, have a lawful home
or employment, and shall have written evidence thereof . . . or a
written coatract. . . . All contracts for labor made with freedmen,
free negroes and mulattoes, for a longer period than one month,
shall be in writing and in duplicate, attested and read to said freed-
man, free negro or mulatto, by a beat, city or county officer, or
two disinterested white persons of the county in which the labor
is to be performed . . . and said contracts shall be taken and held
as entire contracts, and if the laborer shall quit the service of the

"' Robert Tracy McKenzie, One South or Many?: Plantation Belr and Upcountry in Civil War-Era Tonnessee
{New Yorl, £994), 133, 121-149.

Y Memphis Daily Appeal, November 30, 18G5.
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employer before expiration of his term of service, without good
cause, he shall forfeit his wages for that year, up to the time of
quitting,”*?

White Tennesseans hroadcasted this stern policy throughous the state to caution
blacks and to bolster their own sense of entitlement to black labor. The newspapers
failed to report that, once the contracts were signed, any bureau supervision over
employers was limired at best, much to the dismay of freedpeople. Back on the farm,
freedpeople were left vulnerable ro myriad types of exploitation, cruel treatment, and
outright theft of wages.

Ostensibly, the Freedmen’s Bureau used labor contracts to shield freedpeople from
re-enslavement; but ironically, they became the legal devices that actually continued
black subjugation after emancipation. The contract served two hidden purposes for
the bureau: it trained blacks to remain subservient to planters, and it symbolized
their obligation to farm work. Not only did they dictate the amount and narure of
the work, the payment and provisions involved, and all other consensual stipulations,
they legally bound the laborer to a year-long subjugation art the hands of former mas-
ters, with merely the promise of future payment. The bureau believed that freedpeo-
ple and planters needed official contracts in order to reestablish trust between them,
and to encourage “faithful and industtious” labor by blacks; howevet, freedpeople
considered contracts only as a last resort, little better than legally-sanctioned enslave-
ment. As one historian poignantly atfirmed, “the contract system . . . was slavery in a
modified form, enforced by the Freedmer’s Burean.”*

With 2 new growing season rapidly approaching, Howard stongly urged Memphis
freedpeople to “be sure and make agreementss with the land owners. Make as good
bargains as you can, and then keep them. Not to keep a contract is to be untrue, un-
true in the light of man and God.” The bureau also strongly promoted the Protestant
work ethic: to labor industriously, practice self-denial, and live truthfully, but most
importantly, to respect contractual obligations. Howard insisted that freed laborers
uphold their ends of agreements: “They tell me you sometimes agree for a month
and stay for but a day. That is forfeiting your characrer, that is lying,” He warned that
reneging on contracts was “laying yourself open to just and severe punishment,” and
he sternly reiterated that the burean would not support “indolent negroes”; it would
strictly adhere to the policy of “work or starve” without exception.'* As interpreted by
the bureau, Protestant virtues meant the complete submission of freedpeople to both
agents and planters in labor agreements.

These policies stemmed from an immensely racist nineteenth-century context. Pa-
ternalist articudes were widespread throughout the North and South at this dme,

2 Thid.
" Richardson, “Negro Labor in Florida,” 171,

5 Memphis Daily Appeal, November 14, 1865.
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even in “benevolent” organ-
izations such as the Freed-
men’s Bureau. Agents saw

labor contracts as a means
to guide freedpeople to their
“patural”  socioeconomic
status. One historian has
noted, “some representatives
of Northern benevolence

strongly implied or openfy
predicted  that [freedpeo-
ple’s] ‘natural’ group situa-
tion would be ar or near the
bottom of society.”'® The
bureau’s paternalist policy

The Freedman's Bureau, represented by a Union soldier in this

Harper’s Weekly illusiration from July 25, 1868, stands between steered freed blacks toward

a group of Freedmen and an angry crowd. From the Library of
Congress.

their “appropriate” socio-
economic rank; eventually,
they wanted their “children” to operate according to their appropriate role without
further aid. Indeed, the bureau was created only as a “temporary necessity. . . . The
sooner [freedpeople] shall stand alone and make their own unaided way,” stated one
bureau official, “the better both for cur race and theirs.”"” To stand unaided meant
to sign contracts and work faithfully for whites, as will be shown in the contractual
analysis below.

From the perspective of freedpeople, the bureau posed a direct threat of re-en-
slavement. During and immediately after the war, many formerly-enslaved persons
lefe their ex-masters and plantations. They associated plantation work with cruel-
ty and oppression; it was perhaps the central characteristic of African enslavement
throughout their history in the United States. Therefore, their natural tendency was
to sepatate themselves from oppressive white landowners, thus embracing freedom.
Freedom to blacks may have meant leaving plantations, but te the bureau, “freedom
meant labor.”™"®

This idenlogical clash not only bolstered the bureaw’s stringent policies on black
labor, it caused planters to invent fraudulent ways of keeping freed blacks on the
land. For example, freedman Robert Falls from Knoxville recounted his expetience at
the end of the war: “Everybody left . . . but me and my brother and another fellow.

¥ For a thorough intellectual history on nineteenth century pacernalism, see George M. Fredrickson, The
Black finage in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American Chavacter and Destiny, 1817-1914 (Hanover,
1971); Fredrickson, 179.

7 Ibid.

¥ Memphis Daily Appeal, November 14, 1865.
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Old Marster fooled us to believe we was duty-bound to stay with him till we was all
twenty-one. Soon [my brothet] say he aint going to stay there. And he left. In about
a year . . . he come back and he told me T didn’t have to wotk for old Goforth, T was
free, sure enough free. and [ went with him and he got me a job railroading.”?” A
few blacks were lucky enough to acquire non-plantation work—usually service or
public works jobs in cities—but these opportunities were rarely available, and most
freedpeople holding out for non-plantation jobs found themselves unemployed and
homeless in Tennessee cities.

What the bureau perceived as herds of lazy, disorderly blacks congregating in and
around Memphis, Nashville, and Chartancoga, were acrually desperate families, ea-
ger to find any sort of work away from the country and their former oppressors. The
burean and Southern whites reacted to this perceived indolence with stern, parernal
encouragement, and sometimes with physical compulsion. Demand for black fabor
soared in postwar Tennessee, but blacks were refuctant to reunite with planters, and
tightfully so. By refusing to worlk, freedpeople were not only tasting their freedom
and expressing their need for autonomy, they were protesting against abusive employ-
ers and undesirable working conditions.

Freedpeople were also averse to signing contracts because a majority of them be-
lieved the government intended 1o allocate confiscated or abandoned fands to them
as compensation for a life of enslavement. They were sorely mistaken. As Commis-
sioner Howard instructed Memphis freedpeople, “some of you thought the master
and servant were to exchange places, that you were to have his lands parcelled our
to you by the Government against which he had contended. This has been told to
you . . . falsely. The Government has no lands to give.”® Wiley Childress, 2 former
enslaved person from Nashville, recalled that “fore Freedum de slaves wuz promused
forty acres ob land w'en freed but none eber got hit, en I ‘yeard ob no one gittin’ any
money.” Patsy Hyde from Nashville also remembered being told she was to receive
reparations: “De slaves wuz tole dey would git forty ak’ts ob groun’ en a mule w'en
dey wuz freed but de nebber got hit. Wen we wuz free we wuz tuned out widout a
thing.”* Not only was the bureau unable to compensate them for years of enslaved
labor, it was absolutely firm in its policy: work or starve. There would be no chatity,

This is not to say that all freedpeople attempted to leave their plantations. Many
feared fending for themselves and thus stayed on their masters’ plantations. Andy
Odell stayed with his master “a good w'ile atter freedum.” Since then, he had “plowed,
hoed, cut wood,” and all the same routine plantation work he had done during his

" George P Rawick, ed., The American Stave: A Compasite Autobiography. (Westport, Conn., 1972-1979),
15:15.

* Memphis Daily Appeal, November 14, 1865.
2 Rawick, American Slave, 15: 9.

# Ibid., 33.
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enslavement.” Rachel Gaines remembered that her master paid her “$35.00 a yeah
(en keep) en hit wuz gib me eve’y Christmus mawning. . . . Gib me all de clothes en
uthuh things 1 needed.” Former enslaved Tennessean Rev. John Moore gave this
account: “After freedum de slaves wuz ‘lowed ter stay on de plantation en ‘lowed
ter farm en gib half dey made.” Here, Moore was referring to a sharecropping ar-
rangement that may have been made under bureau supervision. He continued, “After
slavery I useter wuk fer fifty cents en gita peck ob meal, three pounds ob bacon, ena
quart ob syrup which would las’ a week.” This willingness on the part of some freed-
people to stay with their masters was sometimes a direct result of the bureau’s efforts.
Other times it was the direct result of other types of white intimidation: “De Ku Klux
Klan's plan wuz ter whup all . . . cul'ed people dat didn’t stay ac home en support dere
families but would run ‘roun en live a bad life.”” The “bad life” Moore mentioned
was likely che indolence, “idleness,” and “negligence” that Howard spoke of in his
speech to the freedpeople in Memphis. Among the bureau’s chief concerns was to
instill in blacks a strong sense of obligation to the planter class and to agriculrural
fabor. White Tennesseans clearly benefited from the efforts of the bureau to secure
contracts, legally binding laborers to the land, and the Ku Klux Klan aided both the
bureau and planters to this end.

Even still, Tennessee’s white citizens were worried that freedpeople would either
refuse to work or require constant supervision and compulsion to ensure an “indus-
trious” effort. The Nashville Dispatch explained that “if the freedmen of the South
could be made . . . reliable in . . . agricultural pursuits, there would be a sufficient
laboring force to meet the requitements of planters. It is the fear that this cannot be
done that induces the planters to seck white labor.”* White laborers were the only
viable option to some Tennesseans. Newspaper articles ran throughour the year urg-
ing white workers and immigrants to provide labor for Tennessee planters. One of
these guaranteed prospective white farm hands that “free labor . . . will be profitable
for many years to come.”” Another attempted to inspire white Tennesseans to labor
for themselves and stop relying on blacks: “digging in the honest, truthful earch . . .
will teach [white men] patience, justice and courage; and they will find . . . that they
are as rich without the forced, languid labor of their stupid negroes as they could be
with it.”? The Cleveland Banner also implored the North for white laborers, adding
a bit of racist sentiment and wishful thinking: “White labor can be most profitable
employed in the Southern portion of the United States. . . . Negroes are rapidly disap-

 Thid., 60.

1ibid., 17.

% Ibid., 47.

% Nachuille Dispatch, September 20, 1865,
¥ Ibid., September 1, 1865.

 bid., September 3, 1863.
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peating, and in a few years will cease to be accounted of. Now is the time for foreign
immigration.”® Given the choice, planters preferred white recruits rather than black
ones, but unfortunately for Southern whites, the options were limited.

Tennessee newspapers also used propaganda to perpetuate the notion that black
laborers would be inefficient, undisciplined, insubordinate, and eventually danger-
ous. Countless newspaper articles warned readers of the coming swarm of indolent
blacks who would remain idle and likely turn lawless. White citizens feared black
criminals: thieves, rioters, prostitutes, and rapists of white women. Practically every
newspaper installment contained a story about a “freed negro” committing a crime,
usually against an innocent white person. In a report on a West Tennessee planta-
tion, the Memphis Daily Appeal stated that a group of freedmen had “entered into a
contract to work the plantation for one half the proceeds, but when the crop came
to be gatheted, they hauled it off to their quarters and took possession of the whole.”
The Appeal then reported that, when confronted by the authorities, these surly lab-
orets said, “they did not want any d—d white man telling them whar to do; there
was no freedom in that.”™ True or fabrication, stories such as this were clearly a
strategy intended to propagate racist notions that freed people were naturally inclined
to criminality, and that they needed to be regulated and controlled, An article in the
Cleveland Banner warned that freedpeople on the “eve of starvation” would resort to
desperation and thievery rather than labor: “The present status of the negro is . . .
but one step from bloodshed, rapine, robbery and riot. . . “Where will this state of
things end? It is the cropping out of another war—a war of races—that,” the writer
promised, “will be a short and bloody one.” Another article publicly implored the
government to “pass a militia faw that will . . . protect our people against insurrec-
tion” by the potential “plunderers and pillagers.”'

Bureau agents were usually powerless to pacify racist whites. Indeed, these senti-
ments intensified as whites realized they were expected to treat blacks as free laborers.
it benefited employers to treat blacks as potential criminals because it justified further
subjugation and maltreatment in the white mind. Planters often saw the bureau’s
consract system as a means of maintaining control over their former chattel, hence
perpetuating the master-slave relationship.

This tension was even further antagonized by the fact that plancers badly needed
black lahor. In the racist and oppressive milieu of the postwar South, ic was easy—
particularly with the assistance of the bureau’s labor policies—to either compel freed-
peaple to work or lure them with “fair and equitable” contractual promises. White
Southerners felt entitled to the labor that they once received for free; they resented
having to promise wages or a shared interest in the crop. Most Southern whites ex-
pected the bureau’s policy to “manage” black labor for them. In September 1865,

2 Cleveland Banner, October 21, 1865,
¥ Memphis Daily Appeal, November 26, 28, 1865,

M Cleveland Baymer, January 9, 1868,
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the Nashville Disparch cxcitedly anticipated that the bureau “is about to inaugurate a
strict discipline over {freedpeople], and compel them to work. . .. Even if it requires
military force. . . . The rule of work or starve will be rigidly enforced.” Evidently, the
Dispatch and bureau officials failed to recognize that compelling freedpeople to work
on plantations was a serious violation of their freedom because it delivered them
directly back into the hands of their tyrants.™

Indeed, many Southern whites used the bureaw’s strict policy to their advantage.
They perceived the local bureau office as little more than an agency to find farm
hands; to them, it was essentially an employment office. Employers successfully pe-
titioned agents for help in instructing blacks to accept their terms, fair or unfair. A
letter from a Tennessee planter to his local bureau office demonstrates the immense
demand for black labor, and freedpeople’s resistance to white recruiters: “There are
many colored men who refuse w take employment beyond the city. I know one
planter . . . who wants fifty men. [Bureau agents] will please notify the colored lab-
orers that they will have to seek employment and take it where they can get it; and
that under no circumstances will they receive assistance from this Bureau when they
are offered and refuse employment elsewhere.” This particular planter acrually de-
manded that his local bureau official coerce black laborers, and the bureau fully com-
plied. Directly following, the Nashville Daily Press and Times published the bureaw’s
response in another circular: “No supplies will be issued 1o the destitute . . . under
any circumstances. [Whites] will notify the colored people, and urge them to pro-
vide for the worthy destitute people who cannot work for a living,”* Here again the
bureau demonstrated its stern approach to freedpeople, which directly benefited the
landowners.

White Tennesseans rarely tolerated anything less than the bureau’s full coopera-
tion in compelling freedpeople to work. The Memphis Daily Appeal complained that
agents placed too much emphasis on protecting freedpeople’s rights and not enough
on ensuring, by whatever means necessary, that workers upheld their end of labor con-
tracts. Guardianship of freedpeople’s rights was an impractical approach in the minds
of Southern whites. The only “right” or “privilege” blacks possessed was the right to
labor. Most whites, Northern and Southern, failed to recognize that by refusing to do
grueling plantation work for repressive and resentful ex-masters, blacks were express-
ing their newfound freedom. Both the bureau and Scuthern whites, however, were
more concerned with securing farm hands, continuing plantation production, and
ensuring white prosperity than protecting blacks’ newfound “freedom.” Restoring
black labor was essential to sustaining Tennessee’s economy, and it was the bureau's
job to assign freedpeople to their appropriate rank in the socioeconomic order.®

% Neashville Disparch, September 1, 1865.
¥ Nashwille Daily Press and Times, Augusc 9, 1867.
* Ibid.

* Memphis Daify Appeal, Mavember 25, 1865,
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Undoubtedly though, freed Tennesseans were by no means “free laborers” in this
oppressive environment. An essential component of the free labor doctrine is that
laborers must possess the freedom to resign, for whatever reason, thereby using labor
as a means of negotiation. The bureau dealt sdiff fegal penalties to freedpeople who
violated their contracts by leaving the plantation. In November 1865, for example,
a Memphis man was fined twenty-three dollars for “inducing hands to leave the
plaintiffs plantation.” Clearly, the bureau’s version of “frec” labor was actually quite
limired. Nevertheless, bureau agents persistently enforced their policy, encouraged
contracts, and kept them invielate often at the expense of blacks’ rights.

To its credit, however, the bureau was the sole organization offering assistance in
this area of freedpeople’s lives. Its existence alone prevented the outright exploitation
of black labor in many cases. With bureau assistance, some freedpeople successiully
sued employers for unpaid wages or maltreatment, and these cases were often settled
1o the plaintiff’s satisfaction. On the surface, many labor contracts reflected “fair and
equitable” treatment of all parties involved. However, looking beyond the contracts
suggests that many employers failed to uphold stipularions during the first two post-
war growing seasons. The large number of cases in which freedpeople sued for with-
held wages indicates that many employers felt no obligation to honor the contracts.
Indeed, white resistance significantly hindered the bureauw’s chances of aiding freed -
laborers, but certainly agents could have gone to greater lenpehs to protect blacks’
civil rights had their labor policy nat been so strictly paternalistic.”

Commissioner Howard knew that freedpeople would have little or no clout in con-
tract negotiations when he instructed them to “make as good bargains” as they could.
The bureau’s first order of business, however, was not to secure freedpeople’s welfare; it
was to mold them into “good, faithful hands,” ensuring “good order and prosperity.”
Malleability and acquiescence on the part of freedpeople were the bureau’s primary
objectives, which they accomplished by the end of 1865, as most signed contracts
rather than fend for themselves through the harsh winter months. Once the rumors
of land reparations proved false by December 1865, masses of freedpeople reluctancly
signed as a last resort. Hence, the bureau drafted more contracts between December
1865 and January 1866 than at any other time during its tenure in Tennessee.®

Contracts in the Tennessee Freedmen’s Bureau records reflect these stern policies
on black labor, as reflected in a random sampling of 378 chosen contracts from three
Tennessee counties, Fach of these counties is geographically, agriculturally, and de-
mographically characteristic of their respective region; Sheiby County (Memphis),

% BRFAL Field Office Records, Rell 24, “Complaint Bocks of the Freedmen's Court in the Memphis Dis-
trict, July 24, 1865-November 20, 1866 (Volumes 169-172),” Welsh vs. George, November 17, 1863, Freed-
men’s Bureau Online, huep://freedmensburean.com/ (hereafrer referred to as FBO), hup://freedmensbureau.
COlnl'lt('_’.ﬂnESSCEI’rCPOl'tS,’[EDCOUIt.hUﬂ.

7 [bid., Rell 24, “Complaint Books of the Freedmen’s Court in the Memphis District, July 24, 1865-Novem-
er 20, 1866 (Velumes 169-172),” passim.

* Ibid., Rolls 66, 70-72, passim; BRFAL Assiscant Commissioner Records, Rolls 20-24, passim,
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representing West Tennessee; Robertson County (north of Nashville), representing
Middle Tennessee; and Hamilton County (Chattanooga), representing East Ten-
nessee. Substitute counties supplement the insufficient number of contracts drafted
throughout Tennessee during the 1867 growing season; contracts from Tipton, Har-
deman, and Dyer Counties substitute Shelby County, and contracts from Wilson
County substitute Robertson County. While the substitute counties may differ some-
what from their alternates, each is geographically, agriculturally, and demographically
compatible with its respective region, ensuring an accurare analysis.

Due to the sheer breadth of the bureau’s labor records from Tennessee, a fair rep-
resentation of the whole required an indiscriminate yet concise sample of contracis.
In order to ensure a truly random contract sample from each county to create a
balanced analysis, one-half of the legible contracts from Robertson County for the
1866 growing season were used. Shelby County contained an unusually high number
of contracts for that season, therefore every third contract was included, Hamilcon
County contained a total of 13 contracts for the entirety of the bureau’s tenure, and
all of those contracts are included. The low number of contracts drafted during 1867
necessitated using all legible contracts from each sample county for that year, By the
winter of 1867, most freed laborers either entered into informal oral agreements with
their employers, or simply remained on the plantation from year to year without offi-
cially renewing or redrafting contracss via the bureau. There was a significant decline
in the number of existing contracts drafted after 1867 due to agents’ diminishing role
in supervising labor agreements; therefore, contracts from the two initial growing
seasons only are considered here.

In order to secure a comparable sample, the types of contracts necessitated con-
sistency with one another. There are essentially two types of contracts in Tennessee’s
bureau records: hand-written contracts drafted by employers or bureau agents, and
pre-printed contracts created in ledger form by the bureau, centaining space for em-
ployers to write in laborers' names, ages, wages, and any additional hand-written
stipulations. All were legally binding documents, and the stipulations were expected
to be upheld by all parties under threat of legal punishment. For the purposes of this
study, it was important to use pre-printed contracts almost exclusively because many
of the hand-written “indentures of labor” were poorly preserved and are illegible. Bur
mote importantly, hand-written contracts do not provide a fair representation of the
majority of those drafted by the bureau. Hence, with the exception of a few hand-
written contracts, the analysis herein is based entirely on pre-printed contracts.

The pre-printed sections of bureau-approved labor contracis differ only slightly
by county or by year; the language is fundamentally consistent. A typical Tennessee
contract stated,

Know all Men by These Presents, That [employer], of the County
of {county], State of [Tennessee], held and firmly bound to the

# Thid., Rells 20-24, passim; BRFAL Feld Office Records, Rells 66, 70-72, passim.
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United States of America in the sum of Jamount] Dollars, for the
payment of which [I] bind [myself], Heirs, Executors and Ad-
ministrators, firmly, by all these presents, in this Contract: That
{I am| to furnish the persons whose names are subjoined, (freed
laborers,) Quarters, Fuel, substantial and healthy Rasions, and all
necessary medical Attendance and Supplies in case of sickness, and
the amount set opposite their respective names per month, during
the continuation of this Contract-the laborers to be paid in full
before the final disposal of the crop which is to be raised by them
on [my] plantation, in the County of [county], State of [Tennes-
see]. . . . This Contract to commence with this date and close with
the year [year].

Employers were required to post a cash bond at the initial drafting of each con-
tract, which they forfeited if they failed to uphold their end of the agreement. If
the employer chose not to take responsibility for a particular pre-printed stipula-
tion, it could be voided by marking through the print. However, instead of marking
through them, by and large, employers hand-wrote “no Dr. bills,” for example, or
“[freed laborer] feeds, clothes, and pays Dr. bills for himself and his family.” Hand-
written stipulations always negated pre-printed ones. For example, if an employer
penned “no rations” on a contract, this took precedence over the pre-printed section
stipulating “substantial and healthy rations” if and when it was left unmarked. The
pre-printed section provided for a monthly distribution of wages, but the employer
almost atways penned the desired wage disbursement. Contrary to Gerald David
Jaynes's findings, only 12 percent of Tennessee contracts stipulated a share of the crop
as compensation, while 81 percent promised some form of regular wages. Of these
regular wage-earners, 56 percent were to be paid annually, or at the completion of the
contracted work, 40 percent were to be paid monthly (however, in these cases, it was
frequently understood that wages were payable at the completion of the harvest), and
4 percent were to be paid part monthly and the balance at the end of the contract,
All contracts were one year in duration unless otherwise stipulated. Typically the
employer wrote “contract to commence this day and close with the end of the year.”
Contracts stipulating an annual payment at the completion of the year’s work were
to be fulfilled on Christmas Day. Employers were expected to uphold all pre-printed
conditions in contracts containing no hand-written stipulations, bur the evidence
suggests they did not.®

Tennessee labor contracts frequently reflect the authoritarian atticudes of bureau
agents and employers. In one Shelby County contract between a planter and 12
freed laborers, the hand-written notes state that “the laborers bind themselves to
render faithful services and prompr and cheerful obedience to any and all reason-
able requirements of their employers, and to refrain from all annoyances. . . . doing

* Ibid.
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According to the terms of this 1865 contract
from Shelby County, the iaborer is required
to provide "“prompt and cheerful obedience”
and to “refrain from all annoyances.” BRFAL
Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 71,
“t abor Contracts Received by the Office of
the Assistant Commissioner: Shelby County.”

the duties and lizbilities of hired servants or
faborers.”® A contract from Dyer County
stipulated that the freed laborer was to be
“governed by [the employers] rules and
regulations” for the duration of the year.
Many noted that “quiet and good order is
promised” by the said freed laborers. Freed-
woman Louisa Byars agreed to be “subject
to the controls” of her employer, doing any
“reasonable and lawful” wotk on the land;
and two married sharecroppers from Shelby
County promised to be “respectful and obe-
dient” of their employer. The rhetoric in
these examples was typical of most addenda
to pre-printed contracts from all regions of
Tennessee. !

The ambiguous language in bureau-ap-
proved contracts also put freedpeople in a
vulnerable position. Often it was left up to
the employer to determine how long and to
what degree the laborers should be working,
All contracrual language was legally bind-
ing, and the differing interpretations of that
language by planters and laborers resulted
in much confusion. Some legal language
was not so slippery in meaning, but racher
too absolute to be variably interpreted. A

freedwoman from Robertson County promised to “be on hand anytime she is called
for.”® Anthony Hall from Wilson County agreed to be “subject to all just orders and
commands” of his employer.* Practicaily all contracts noted that the laborer agreed to

41 Thid., Rell 71, “Labar Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner: Shelby County,”

Shelby County contract, December 30, 1865,

2 Tbid., January 21, 1866, undefined date between December 30, 1865 and January 1, 1866; BRFAL As-
sistant Commissioner Records, Roll 20, “Indentures of Apprenticeship Dec. 1865-Feb. 1868, Contracts:
Jan. 1, 1865-Jan. 1, 1868,” apprenticeship at Dyersburg, TN, December 30, 1865, Dyer County contract,
December 29, 1865, FBO, 11ttp://frccdmcnsbureau.carn./tennessec/comracts/m.isccontractsz.hun; Rells 20-

24, passim.

 BREAL Field Office Records, Roll 70, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commis-
sioner: Robertson-Shelby Counties,” Robertsen County contract, January 1, 1866.

i Thid., Roll 72, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner: Shelby-Wilson
Counties and States Other Than Tennessee,” Wilson County contract, February 7, 1867.
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work “industriousty.” If “industrious work” was interpreted by planters as work thar
achieved equal production to pre-war harvests, they were likely often disappoinred.
Freed laborers were frequently disinclined to wotk “faithfuily and indusuiously” for
employers who so often swindled and maltreated them, as seen below.*

The perceived gender roles and family organization evident in Tennessee contracts
also display a suriking resemblance to enslavement and facilitated the perpetuation
of gender-specific duties that would become characteristic of Southern black women
for decades. Oftentimes families, as well as unrelated groups of individual laborers,
were to be paid on an individual basis due to the bureau’s insistence on wage stipula-
tion; however, most families” wages wete to be paid exclusively to the oldest male or
head of the family. Wages depended on the laborer’s sex, age, and physical abiliry.
Contractual language was nearly always directed to the man or men in a family,
except when freedwomen were indicated, which was seldom. In family situations,
only the man was required to make his mark, regardless of his family’s size. Countless
freedwomen from Tennessee recalled their various jobs since emancipation, generally
limited to house-keeping work, or nursing and nannying for their employers’ chil-
dren. A typical married freedwoman was referred to as “the wife of said laborer” and
was hired as a house servant to cook, clean, wash, iron, milk cows, and perform other
domestic responsibilities closely associated with her enslaved past. Contracts indicate
that freedwomen were promised monthly or yearly pay as often as freedmen, but the
amount was always lower than men’s pay. Indeed, freedwomen struggled alongside
their husbands and fathers to secure a better future for their children.*

Very few contractual differences can be identified across Tennessee’s different re-
gions. Shelby County contained a slightly larger proportion of sharecroppers than
Robertson or Hamilton Counties in 1866, but the majority of treed faborers across
the state worked for some form of stipulated wages. Even in Hamilton County, where
the bureau drafted very few contracts, only one in every three contracts stipulated a
sharecropping arrangement. A small number of contracts exist from Hamifton Coun-
ty stipulating non-plantation work, such as work in saw mills, blacksmith shops, and
carpentry. This may imply that the types of job opportunities varied among regions;
howeves, contracts also exist from West and Middle Tennessee that call for work “in
the blacksmith shop,” or “in the Saw Mill.” A Hamilton County contract indicated
a total of thirty laborers: five boys, aged from twelve to fifteen, were to be paid six
dollars per month; and twenty-five brick-makers, all males, aged from seventeen to
thirty-nine, were to be paid twelve dollars per month. Further, nor all coneraces indi-
cated a full year’s worth of labor; at least a few were for short durations. For example,
another from Hamilton County was for only two months worth of carpentry work:

 Ibid., Rolls 66, 70-72, passim,
6 Thid., Relf 71, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner: Shelby County,”

Shelby County contracts, January 30, 1866, January 25, 1866, January 3, 18006; Rawick, American Slave,
passimm.
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“Samuel Davis (colored} agrees to plaster 2 houses . . . to be plastered in good style. .
.. [employer} agrees to furnish all material necessary for the completion of the work.
- - $300, one half payable at completion of the first house, the balance payable at the
end of the contract and completion of the second house.” Pethaps bureau officials
were not always direct facilitators in returning freedpeople to plantations, but these
are only a few among thousands of contracts stipulating farm labor, and they repre-
sent the majority of contracts even in areas with more industry and fewer plantations,
such as Chattanooga. Regardless of the type of work, the compensation was almost
always a wage disbursement; clearly, the bureau strongly encouraged a wage labor
system throughout Tennessee, *

While Jaynes found that the wage system was the preference of the laborers, it ap-
pears that agents in Tennessee enforced the wage system against the best interests of
freedpeople. The bureau has been described as an instrument of the free labor society
of the North, and agents were cager to show the superiority of that system to the
supposedly backward and barbaric systems of the Old South. Since “wage labor” and
“free labor” were often synonymous dusing the nineteenth cenrury, stipulating wages
from the start was essential to this promotional work. The bureau was determined to
create a class of free black laborers. As fong as wages were required, it would appeat
that freedpeople had become legitimate participants in the free labor system, regard-
less of whether employers paid them or not. Agents were optimistic that they bad
helped to effect a smooth transicion.®

But since the bureau’s official policy was to allow natural market forces to derer-
mine wages, Commissioner Howard did not ser a fixed wage throughout the South.
Instead, he left this decision to local assistant and sub-assistant commissioners to
determine based on local supply and demand. As a result, planters were left with gen-
erous leeway to stipulate unfair wages. Wages throughout Tennessee ranged anywhere
from $26 to $300 per year for able-bodied males, and from $12 to $120 per year for
able-bodied females; these amounts varied depending in part on whether other forms
of compensation were agreed on, such as a garden for personal use or a share of the
crop. Children’s wages were practically nothing; many worked for mere sustenance.
One contract provided only $162 per year for an entire family of four. Freedman

Jacob Ellis, age thirty-one, along with his rwenty-seven-year-old wife and two chil-

# BRFAL Field Office Records, Rofl 66, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commis-
sioner; Dyer-Hamilton Counties,” Hamilton County contrace, June 17, 1866,

 Thid., Rolls 66, 70-72, passimy; Roll 66, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commis-
sioner: Dyer-Hamilton Counties,” Hamitten County contract, October 9, 1865; Roll 70, “Labor Contracts
Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner; Robertson-Shelby Countics,” Robertson County
contract, March 29, 1867; Roll 71, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner;

Shelby Councy,” Shelby County conwacts, January 22, 1866, January 13, 1866; BRFAL Assistant Commis-
sioner Records, Rolls 20-24, passim.

¥ Kenneth M. Stampp, The Era of Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (New York, 1965), 131-135: BRFAL Assistant
Comumissioner Records, Rolls 20-24, passim; BREAL Field Office Records, Rolls 66, 70-72, passim.
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dren, ages six and four, were to be given $100 for the year, “and Jacob pays all Dr,
bills.” Generally, contracts stipulated average to below-average wages, and employers
frequently voided many of the basic provisions that pre-printed contracts indicated.
Indeed, some laborers were fortunate to receive anything above subsistence™

Between 1865 and 1868, a small percentage of freed blacks in Tennessee worked
for little more than the bare necessities; rations, fuel, clothing, quarters, and medi-
cal atrendance. Perhaps the most similar cases to enslavement occurred among these
subsistence laborers, Thirty contraces stipulated no additional compensation beyond
that which provided for bare necessities. Many of these contracts were made for
displaced children or single mothers who had no other means of providing for their
children, but a few such contracts exist for entire families. In addition to rations, fuel,
and quarters, Lewis Chambers, age seven, was to be given “3 suits of clothes and 2
pairs of shoes” for his year of faichful work. Elizabeth Farmer, twenty-four, and her
smmall child Isaac were merely offered food, clothes, and doctoring to 10il on the land
through the hot summer months. Eleven-year-old Hannah Washington contracted
for mete clothes and doctoring, and a freedwoman from Shelby County agreed ro
labor with her child “under the entire supervision” of her employer for nothing above
qustenance, A similar contract merely stated, “she is clothed.” In a rare case, a family
of four, ages thirty-four, thirteen, ten, and eight were merely “funded” by the em-
ployer in addition to receiving medical atrendance and clothing.*!

Some employers took advantage of children and desperate families struggling to
save a little money to perhaps educate themselves and their children, Tt should be
noted that, despite the bureau’s self-professed obligation to provide educational aid
for freedpeople, none of the examined contracts stipulated time off for education.
In fact, out of the entire sample, only three contracts stipulated time off for any
reason—usually one Saturday afternoon per month, except when worl is “absolutely
necessary” as during the harvest, This time off could have been used for schooling for
children and adults, however there is little to suggest that it was. One freedwoman,
paid only thirty-six dollars per year as a house servant, got “every other Sabbath day
to herself for her own time. Also, anytime not necessary to perform the labor she gets
to herself.” It is unclear why this bit of generosity suddenly appeared in Middle
Tennessee’s second prowing season, but these isolated incidents are negligible com-
pared 1o the large number of laborers who toiled hard for unfair compensation and

50 Thid., Roll 70, “Laber Centracts Reccived by che Office of the Assistant Commissioner: Robertson-Shelby
Counties,” Robertson County contract, December 21, 1865; Rolls 66, 70-72, passimy; BREAL Assistant
Commissioner Records, Rolls 20-24, passim.

5 Tbid., Roils 20-24, passim; BREAL Field Office Records, Roll 70, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office
of the Assistant Commissioner: Robertson-Shelby Counties,” Robertson County contract, November 27,
1865, November 6, 1865, November 4, 1865, November 25, 1865, December 18, 1865; Ibid., Rolls 66,
70-72, passim,

% Thid., Roll 72, “Labor Contracts Received by the Office of the Assistant Commissioner: Shelby-Wilson
Counties and States other than Tennessee,” Wilson County contracts, January 1, 1867,
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no stipulated time off.%

The evident change observed over time in Tennessee contracts from 1865 1o 1868
clearly shows an increase in stipulations protecting planters’ interests rather than in-
creased protection of laborers. Beginning in late 1866, most employers no longer
stipulated medical atrendance in case of sickness; pre-printed sections were either
amended to stipulate that only “slighr sickness” would be treated, or the condition
was altogether removed from the document. Beginning with a Shelby County con-
tract in February 1867, the bureau permanently changed pre-printed sections by
removing the statement of medical artendance. Few freed laborers could count on
medical care after 1866, and few ever received it at all. Employers also stipulated a
“lost-time clause” which protected them from any lost work due to sickness or idle-
ness; lost time was always to be repaid at the laborer’s expense. As early as January
1866, employers used a similar “freeloader clause”™; in one case a group of three fami-
lies agreed “to do any work that may be assigned . . . to work proportionally and to
provide a hand in our stead if sick or idle . . . Quiet and Order is promised,”*

Employers became even more demanding in West Tennessee during the 1867
growing, seasen, when they frequendy stipulated lost time clauses and forbade cheir
laborers from leaving: A contract for four unrelated male wotkers, aged between
nineteen and twenty-three, stated thar “all time lost by sickness to be deducted,”
and that “they are not to leave.”” Tipton County employers also began accouinting
for rations, farm implements, and any other supplies or provisions that they loaned
to workers. This was likely a convenient way for them to avoid a large settlement at
the end of the contract. Clearly, plancers bolstered their protection in 1867 contracts
with these innovative, hand-written stipulations.

Frequently, contracts indicated that transportation costs were to be deducted from
the final settlement. One required thar “the railroad fare from Chattancoga to the
plantation to be deducted from wages at end of year.” Indeed, the bureau often ar-
ranged transportation for “destitute refugees” to any location where demand for [abor
was high. Tennessee’s bureau records indicate several instances of freedpeople from
Nashville being transported to all corners of the state for the purpose of signing con-
tracts with employers desperate for labor. One “indigent” freedman, W. H. Stillwell,
was shipped all the way from Humboldt in West Tennessee, to Chattanooga in the

#1Ibid., January 1, 8, 1867.

* Ibid., Rell 71, “Labor Corrracts Received by the Otfice of the Assistanc Commissioner: Shelby County,”
Shelby County contracts, March 10, 1866, January 21, 1866.

¥ tbid., Roll 72, “Laber Coneracts Received by the Office of the Assistan: Commissioner: Shelby-Wilson
Counties and Srates other than Tennessee,” Shelby Cournty contract, March 8, 1867.

* Ibid., Tipton County contract, January 8, 1867,
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extreme southeast corner of the state: a great distance by 1868 standards.”

Once the labor was secured, employers reneged on contracts and withheld wages,
sometimes out of sheer resenctment and disrespect for freedpeople, but also because
they simply could not afford to pay regular wages. The Southern economy suffered
the strains of war for four long years; the lack of cash and credit put planters and
freedpeople in a precarious situation. Tennessee newspapers ran advertisements
throughout the postwar years for banks offering to pay only twenty-five cents on the
dollar for bank notes thar were “steadily declining.” The Atlanta cotton marker was
reportedly “dull, demand not active.” In Memphis, one newspaper warned that no
major cotton transactions had taken place because “the buyers [were] more numerous
than the sellers.”® The enormous demand for cotton at home and abroad, coupled
with the cash shortage in the South, created a desperate need for cheap and exploit-
able agricultural labor™

However, the crippled economy was not solely to blame, Because the bureau pro-
moted the stipulation of wages in this unstable situation, and because Federal troops
frequently plundered Southern farms and plantations leaving planters with extremely
limited resources, freedpeople often eked out only the barest subsistence in return for
their work as freed laborers. Andrew Moss, former enslaved person from Knoxville,
remembered the desperate struggle for mere survival: “Most specially after de sur-
render. . . . We was glad to eat ash-cakes and drink parched corn and rye ‘stead o
coffee. ve seed my grandmother go to de smoke house, and scrape up de dirt whar
de mear had drapped, and take it to de house fer seasonin. You see,” he explained,
“both armics fed off'n de white folks, 2nd de cleaned out dey barns and ceflars and
smoke houses when dey come.” Attesting to the sluggish economy in Nashville after
the war, freedperson Ellis Ken Kannon remembered that “our white people wuzzent
able ter gib us anything, Eve'ythin’ dey had wuz tulk durin’ de wah,”* Indeed, after
the devastation of war and the loss of their chattel, planters were practically broke.
They were willing to promise wages up front, but many struggled just to feed their
faborers; certainly they could not afford to pay cash on a regular basis. Frequently, it
was undesstood that wages were actually payable at the end of the season when the
crops had been sold, and planters easily found ways to avoid payment when Christ-
mas time came.
Agents often lamented that freed laborers were vulnerable to cruel and fraudulent

7 BREAL Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 34, “Transportation. Reports,” FBO, hurp://freedmensbu-
reau.comftennessee/reports/transpe 1. hem, heepi/ffreedmensbureaun.com/tennessee/reports/transpo2.htm.

& Memphis Dﬂiﬁj’/lppml; MNovember 26, 1865.
® Nashville Disparch, September 6, 8, 1865; Brownlows Knoxville Whig, Pebruary 28, 1866.
& Rawick, American Slave, 15: 49.

f Ibid., 37.
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treatment on plantations, but frequently their efforts to protect blacks were unsuc-
cessful. Many employers took every opportunity to cheat their laborers, both during
and after the contracted work. S. H. Melcher, superintendent ar LaGrange in West
Tennessee reported that “the outrage most frequently occurring is the refusal of the
employer to settle with the Freedmen for their last years” work, o taking advantage
of them and securing a settlement before witnesses for a mere trifle.” Sometimes
planters had their laborers arrested by local anthorities for attempting to meet with
focal bureau agents in order to make sense of their contracrs: “Edmund McNeil, 2
freedman was arrested and pur in jaif in Bolivar, and hired to a man in Miss. because
he went to Supt. ar Bolivar to learn about his contract.”® And ac least a few plant-
ers committed the most outrageous violation of freedpeople’s right to establish fam-
ily solidarity. In response to perhaps the most striking resemblance of enslavement,
Melcher observed that “in many cases the children of colored persons which are able
to work have been taken and bound out, leaving the younger and more helpless to
be cared for by their parents.”® Cases in which freed blacks were forced to forfeit
family unity clearly show the degree to which they were once again subjected to
former slaveowners. This tragic postwar reality was directly facilitated by the bureau,
presumably, the official guardian of formerly enslaved people.

Bureau officials were also powetless to prevent hostile treatment of freed laborers
after the contracts had been approved. The complaint books of the Freedmen’s Court
in Tennessee contain hundreds of inscances of violence committed apainst freed
laborers by bitter employers in episodes that are eerily reminiscent of enslavement.
Freedperson Daniel Phillips accused his employer of attacking and threatening to kill
him for false accusations: “[My employer] said to me that T hurt his Mule which 1
denied. He wenr & got his gun, he then whipped me first with a green limb, he then
sent by servant Dom to Mr. Wright for a waggon whip, he then held the gun in his
right hand and whipped me with his left, saying if I moved he would blow a hole
through me, 1 think he hit me a hundred licks in all.”® After contracting to Andrew
B. Payne in August of 1865, another freed laborer, Sam Neal, feared for his daughrer’s
virtue: “Payne hired myself and family 10 altogether to work for the season, he has
made several base attempts on my daughter.”® Many freed laborers lived in fear of
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& BRFAL Assistant Comumissioner Records, Roll 34, “Reports of Ourrages, Riots and Murders, Jan. 15, “ Bm;ALAs‘SiSt;‘lv
1866-Aug. 12, 1868,” report from S. H. Melcher, superintendent at Lagrange, TN, December 18, 1869, agent John Seage.

EBO, http://freedmensburean.com/tennessec/cutrages/tennoutrages’ htm. mensbureau.com/
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threats siech as these on a daily basis.

Prior to emancipation, slaveowners commonly used whipping and other acts of
brutality as a form of punishment, and sadly, this persisted throughout the bureau’s
tenure as well. It was reported that one employer, Wm. Jones, “did tie up 2 colored
boy and give him 500 lashes. . . . Found the boy not dead but badly whipped & the
criminal gone to parts unknown.”™ Another cruel employer, Isaac Rucker, attacked
freedman Bee Whitney’s wife when she was nine months pregnane. Whitney said
he and his wife were “hired to work for the one third of the crop they made. In the
month of June he wanted me to leave & said he had hands enough & when ordered
off did not go, he beat my wife in the head side & body with a piece of board, the fast
blow knocked her down. This was 6 days before she had a child—He threatened to
shoot us if we did not leave, we left,”®®

Indeed, freed women were even more susceptible to violence at the hands of bitter
plantation owners than men. A Nashville newspaper reported that “many [planters]
thrust [freedwomen] out . . . with great violence, threatening them with Hogging and
even with shooting . . . and in some cases those inflictions were actually suffered.”™
Horrible scenarios such as these were common on plantations throughout Tennes-
see. One East Tennessee newspaper stated that “the present status of the negro is
even worse than under the old slave regime. Then he had a guardian who sometimes
oppressed him . . . but who nevertheless provided for his bodily welfare.™® After
emancipation, former slaveowners had litile invested in black laborers, which inten-
sified the violence inflicted on them. Workers were more likely to be injured when
they were not considered valuable property to planters. The bureau's strict policy on
forced-contract labor in many cases directly facilitated this highly dangerous situa-
tion, and agents could do little to prevent such abuses.

Moreover, despite contractual conditions promising wages, a share of the crop, or
metse subsistence, employers felt fully entitled to exploit and openly cheat black lab-
orers out of just dues or provisions; most were not even remotely intimidared by the
bureau. One {reedman from Middle Tennessee complained, “when I began to gather
the crop (I was to have the 1/3) he drove me and my family off and would not give us
a bit of anything to eat and said he did not care a dam for the Bureau.””" Freed laborer

¥ BRFAL Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 34, “Reports of Outrages, Riots, and Murders,” report from

agent Jehn Seage, superintendent ar Murfreesboro, to Lt. J. T. Alden, January 17, 1866, IFBO, hup://freed-
B ge> sup 14 I

mensbureau.com/tennessee/outrages/murfbororept.htm.

& Thid.

& Nashville Daily Union and American, August 1, 1865,

" Cleveland Banner, January 9, 1868.

" BRFAL Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 34, “Reports of Querages, Riots and Murders, Jan. 15,

1866-Aug. 12, 1868,” report from agent John Seage, superintendent at Murfreesboro, to Le. J. T. Alden,
January 17, 1866, FBO, hup://freedmensbureau.com/tennesseefoutrages/murfbororept.htm.
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Sam Neal feared for his life when it came time to collect his pay: “[My employer]
hired myself and family 10 altogether to work for rthe season . . . [he] has ordered
me off without pay or share of the crop & because I did not go he got his pistol &
threatened to shoot me—he got Miles Ferguson to beat me & the both together beat
me badly.””* Threats such as these likely intimidated blacks to the point of acquiesc-
ing into unfair contracrual stipulations and outright fraud by employers. To be sure,
the intimidation was so severe on some farms that freed laborers likely felt fortunate
to merely survive from day to day.

Deception was also a useful strategy for whites when payday finally came. Freed-
woman Jane Turner claimed that her employer “has driven me off and beat me &
owed me 20 dollars but keeps it back to pay for a Doctors bill 2 years ago.””? In a
similarly devious vein, a contract from Robertson County stipulated that each of
two families were to receive one third of the crop, while the employer got one half.”*
Unfortunately for the laborers nobody noticed the mathematical slip; it was likely
adjusted at harvest time to the planters advantage. Another contract from Shelby
County stipulated that “Jim [laborer] agrees to pay interest on all money advanced at
the rate of 10 percent per annum.”” This interest was compoundable on all advanced
farming implements, feed for stock, and provisions for the family; by the end of the
season, Jim may have actually owed his employer back interest. Often, employers
either withheld or deceitfully miscalculated wages based on such scams. Other em-
ployers, however, more blatantly cheated their laborers. When accused in the bureau
court, many employers simply fled the county. One group of freedpeople in Chat-
tanooga said “they worked all the year for P. Goodin & last week he called in the due
bill he gave us & paid us 20 per cent & promised to meer us all at che Bureau to pay
the balance-—he left in the Cars yesterday & has cheated us all.”?¢

The bureau established courts to deal with freedpeople’s complaints, ranging from
withheld wages to rape and murder accusations, but they were mostly ineffective
due to white resistance and plaintiffs’ failure to appear. Once the bureau cousts were
abolished in May 1866, contracts held no clout therefore agents drafted consider-
ably fewer contracts after 1866.7 Freedpeople were then forced to seek justice in locat

7 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

7 BRFAL Field Office Records, Roll 70, “Labor Conzracrs Received by the Officc of the Assistant Commis-
sioner: Robertson-Shelby Counties,” Robertson County contract, November 21, 1865,

7 Ibid., Roll 71, “Labar Contracts Received by the Office of ¢he Assistant Commissioner: Shelby Councy,”
Shelby County contracr, January 8, 1866,

76 BREAL Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 34, “Reports of Outrages, Riots and Murders, Jan. 15,
1866-Aug. 12, 1868," report from agent John Seage, superintendent ar Murfreeshoro, to Lt. . T, Alden,

January 17, 1866, FBO, hup://freedmensburean, com/tennessee/outrages/murfbororepe.hom.

7 Phillips, “White Reaction to the Freedmen’s Bureau,” 53.
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county courts where lily-white
juries frequently acquitted guilty
defendants. Reporting on a mur-
der, sub-assistant commissioner
James M. Johnson explained that
four white men “killed Henry
Hunt {colored}) near Mouse
Creek, McMinn Co., Tenn. The
murderers were arrested, tried by
jury and although it was in proof

Taken from a lithograph designed by W. H. Cowell of
. . Martin, Tennessee and printed in Gincinnati in 1880. The
positive that one of their number eatity for Freedmen was often far less idylic than what
killed him the jilI'Y acquitted was porirayed here, but the contrast between slavery
n7g and freedom is clearly represented. From the Library of
Congress.

them,

Being white meant that some
violators were above the law in disputes with freedpeople. Some planters held such
strong influence in local affairs that county authorities were unwilling to even make
an arrest. [n Madison County, freedman Bill Tice was “shot and severely wounded
while ar work on Mrs. Johnson’s plantation in Madisen County. . . . The civil
authorities are powerless to make any arrest in this case.” M. H. Church, superin-
tendent at Chattanooga, reported frustratingly thar “the freedmen cannot ger any-
thing like their rights under the laws. They are imprisoned on frivolous charges un-
supported by reliable testimony, although allowed to testify their evidence amounts
to nothing against a white man.”® Juries were simply unwilling to convict a fellow
white citizen when accused by a freed black, regardiess of the overwhelming evi-
dence. Not surprisingly, cases such as these were common throughout Tennessee
during the postwar years.

In spite of the prevailing attitudes, a few Southern whites recognized the obvious
solution to the problem of receiving honest and efficient labor from freedpeople:
“[Southern planters] must cease to remember the negro as a slave and regard him as
a free Jaborer, having just the same claims that a free white laborer had upon them
in the past.”® This would be.a difficult realization for many Southerness to achieve;
indeed, most would not accept this cruth for many years. In January 1866, the voice
of Radical Republicanism, Brownlow’s Knoxville Whig, insightfully asked: “What is ic

78 BRFAL Assistant Commissioner Records, Roll 34, “Reports of Qutrages, Riots, and Murders,” report from
James M. Johnson to Bvt. Maj. Genl. W. T. Carlin, Chattanooga, TN, August 5, 1868, FBO, hup://freed-
mensbureau.com/ennessee/outrages/chatoutrages.him.

7 Ibid., report from Thos. |. Palmer to assistant commissioner, FBQ, horp://freedmensburean.com/tennes-
see/outragesfoutrage31499.hm.

% Thid., report from M. H. Church, superintendent at Chatranooga, TN, November 6, 1866, FBO, huep://
freedmensbureau.com/tennessee/outrages/chatrept.him,

8 Brownlow’s Knoxville Whig, August 1, 1865,
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but a continuation of slavery in another form to deny a man the right to work except
upon the written recommendation of his former master? If he is to be limited to such
sphere of labor as his former master chooses to designate, is he not practically en-
slaved, even worse than when his body could be sold?”® This was certainly a worth-
while question, but, unfortunately for freedpeople, one that few planters were willing
to ponder. Another writer lamented that “there is and must continue to be mutnal
distrust between old masters who never paid wages and a working class which never
received wages,” but, the article continued optimistically, “let this distrust be done
away with by fair dealing, and we do not doubt that harmony will be established.”
Idealistic, perhaps, bur it was certainly a simple solution to a complex problem. The
article went on to report that planters who “paid down the wages as soon as earned
... had no difficulty whatever in conducting [the] plantation,”®
Indeed, labor agreements did not always end badly for freedpeople; those who
could count on fair and equitable treatment worked honestly and diligently for their
employers. The Nashville Union and American wrote of a planter who contracted
“twelve hands, six men, and six women,” who were to get “one-fourth of the net pro-
ceeds of the crops.” The laborers “[had] a full understanding of their interest in the
said crops.” The harvest was reportedly the most successful in years, and “not a single
difficuley has occurred among [the laborers) since they have agreed to work on my
farm.” This contract was signed in February 1865 and ended with the satisfaction of
all parties involved. “Thus is the whole labor problem solved,” the Dispaich declared,
“Deal justly, give the freedmen interest in their work, and there will be no trouble.”
This writer even suggested a solution to planters racism: “it is probably best to ‘peg
away’ at the old slaveholders, till they conclude to deal justly. . . . It is nothing but
sheer ugliness on their part that causes all the trouble and inflicts all the distress on
the freedmen.”® So the answer was there, and some whites recognized it, but racial
assumptions and oppressive behavior patterns were not easily overcome. Racial an-
tagonisms ran deep in the blood of the planter class, and it would take more than 2
few optimistic editorials for employers to come around. Most whites simply resenred
the idea of treating black laborers as equal to white laborers. Freed or enslaved, blacks
were considered second-class citizens, a “pariah class,” predestined to remain subser-
vient after emancipation and beyond in the minds of many whites.®
In sum, this mentality was not limited to Southerners; bureau agents fully adopted
paternalist roles and fervendy persuaded freedpeople to carry on farm production,
Their protection of black rights during the first crucial vears after emancipation was

2 Ibid., January 10, 1866.

¥ Ibid.

#Nashville Union and American, September 1, 1865,

¥ For an interpretive synthesis of race relations during the postwar and Reconseruction periods, see Robert |.
Narrell, The House I Live in: Race in the American Century (New Yorls, 2005), 1-42,
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limited at best, but its appropriation of black laborers and maintenance of agricul-
tural prosperity was actually quite effective, to the direct benefit of the planter class.
The contract system was an emergency measure to help reinstall black laborers while
purporting to protect their interests. In reality, contracts were merely a device used
to allocate [aborers, train blacks for their “appropriate” socioeconomic roles, and re-
turn the South to its pre-war working order. Both pre-printed and hand-written
stipulations essentially codified the old system of enslavement through a new means,
and contracts became the new, emblematic “overseers” of freed laborers; they nsured
landowners that black labar would be available and that this fabor supply would be
sustained throughout the first two postwar growing seasons.

Contracts wete also an uneasy compromise between two incompatible systems of
labor: free and unfree. Tronically, the bureau boasted the “freeness” of its forced-con-
tract system; but it was really just a partial expression of the free labor ideal, lacking
key components necessary to safeguard workers. Freedpeople were by no means free
laborers in postwar Tennessee; at best, they were neo-slaves, legally compelled by
federal authority to remain on the land.

Tennessee planters not only accepted the bureau’s policy on black labor, they cun-
ningly worked within its boundaries to secure workers and ensure stable farm pro-
duction, while at the same time abusing and deceiving employees. They promoted
racist notions of naturally lethargic, indigent, and even iniquirous freedpeople in
newspapers while they blatanidly maltreated and manipulated workers without cau-
tion. These straregies, coupled with agents’ conciliatory attitudes towards planters
and paternalistic policy on black labor, ultimately prevented any sociocconomic up-
lift for black Tennesseans during the postwar period. Indeed, white policies would
remain a serious hindrance to African Americans’ realization of freedom until the
civil rights movement of the 1960s.

In 1963, with the hindsight of that century-long struggle for civil rights, renowned
black Jeader Martin Luther King, Jr., sadly observed: “With the ending of physical
slavery after the Civil War, new devices were found to ‘keep the Negro in his place.”
It would take volumes to describe these methods. . . . Yer one of the revelations dur-
ing the past few years is the fact thar . . . race prejudice and discrimination do not
wear only Southern labels, The subtle, psychological technique of the North has ap-
proached in its ugliness and victimization of the Negro the outright terror and open
brutality of the South.”® Commenting on the scope and complexity of racist devices
such as the bureau’s contract system, King noted that analyzing these methods would
“take volumes.” The information contained in Tennessee’s bureau records can pro-
vide at least a small portion to King’s volumes and add to our understanding of the
“subtle, psychological technique” of whites used to control African Americans well
into the twentieth cenrury.

# Martin Luther King, Jr., Why We Gan't Wair (n.p., 1963; reprine, New York, 2000), 14, 18,
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