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As SLAVERY COLLAPSED during the American Civil War, fundamental 
questions arose about the social order that would replace the South's 
"peculiar institution. "I Amid the tumult and danger of war, former 
slaves - usually designated "contrabands" or "freedmen" - struggled to 
secure their liberty, reconstitute their families, and create institutions 
befitting a free people. But no problem loomed larger than finding a 
means of support. Having relinquished the guarantee of subsistence 
that accompanied slavery, freed people faced numerous obstacles to gain
ing a livelihood. Many had fled their homes with little more than the 
clothes on their backs. Others had been abandoned by their owners. 
Nearly all began life in freedom without tools or land. How would they 
feed, clothe, and house themselves? Who would provide for the old, 
the young, the sick or disabled? For generations the slaves' labor had 
enriched their owners. Now, in freedom, would they or others benefit 
from their toil? 

Military operations in the slave states compelled Northern officials 
to confront the same questions. Fugitive slaves poured into federal 

I This essay is based primarily upon the documents included in this volume, docu
ments published in other volumes of Freedom, and unpublished documents in the 
files of the Freedmen and Southern Society Project. In addition, numerous secondary 
works have served as guides ro the development of wartime labor arrangements: 
Louis S. Gerteis, From Contraband to Freedman: Federal Policy toward Southern Blacks, 
1861'-1865 (Westport, Conn., I973); W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in 
America: An Essay toward a History 0/ the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to 
Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York, I935), chaps. I-5; Eric 
Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York, I988), 
chaps. I-3; Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath o/Slavery (New 
York, I979), chaps. I-4; James M. McPherson, The Struggle/or Equality: Abolitionists 
and the Negro in the Civil War and Reconstruction (Princeton, N.]., I964), chaps. 3- I 3; 
Edward Magdol, A Right to the Land: Essays on the Freedmen's Community (Westport, 
Conn., I977), chap. 4; Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the Civil War (Boston, I953), 
especially chap. I3; Lawrence N. Powell, New Masters: Northern Planters during the 
Civil War and Reconstruction (New Haven, Conn., I980); James 1. Roark, Masters 
without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War and Reconstruction (New York, I977), 
chaps. I-3; Armstead 1. Robinson, " 'Worser dan Jeff Davis': The Coming of Free 
Labor during the Civil War, I86I-I865," in Essays on the Postbellum Southern Econ
omy, ed. Thavolia Glymph and John]. Kushma (College Station, Tex., I985), 
pp. II-47· 
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lines, searching for protection and freedom. Other slaves came under 
Union control as Northern forces occupied parts of the Confederacy. 
From the first, military considerations encouraged officers in the field 
and officials in Washington to mobilize former slaves o.n behalf of the 
Union war effort. Provision also had to be made for those who could not 
be usefully employed by the army or navy. Once emancipation became 
official federal policy, attention turned as well to the task of construct
ing free labor upon the ruins of slavery. Throughout the Union
occupied South, intertwined questions oflabor and welfare forced them
selves upon officials concerned chiefly with waging the war. 

Federal military authorities were not alone in laying claim to the 
labor of the former slaves. Antislavery Northerners hoped to demon
strate the superior productivity of free labor, and Yankee entrepreneurs 
saw profits to be made in the bargain. Slave owners insisted that the 
former slaves were still theirs by right, and owners-turned-employers 
argued for preferential access to the labor of people they had lost as 
property. White Southerners who had never owned slaves saw an oppor
tunity to break the slaveholders' monopoly of black workers. As the 
confiscation acts, the Emancipation Proclamation, and the success of 
federal arms extended freedom, the questions of how former slaves 
would work and for whose benefit assumed ever-greater importance. 

In the course of a complex struggle among many contestants, free 
labor slowly took root throughout the Union-occupied South. Owing 
more to wartime necessities than to carefully considered plans, the new 
arrangements were ad hoc responses, not systematic designs for the 
future. They were restricted, moreover, to the narrow bounds of Union
held territory, themselves subject to the overriding requirements of the 
war. Provisional by their very nature, wartime labor programs were 
certain to be revamped or even jettisoned upon the return of peace. 
Nevertheless, measures adopted as temporary expedients had far
reaching implications. As the victorious North took lessons from war
time developments, precedents solidified that would open certain possi
bilities and foreclose others. Meanwhile, thousands of former slaves and 
former slaveholders entered the postwar world already experienced in 
the ways of free labor. Reconstruction of the defeated South would 
begin where wartime measures left off. 

Four related circumstances influenced the wartime evolution of free 
labor: the notions of freedom espoused by Northerners, the beliefs and 
material resources of former slaves and free blacks, the extent and char
acter of federal occupation, and the policies of federal authorities. If no 
one circumstance operated independently of the others, each was of 
special significance at particular moments or in particular places. 

Free labor emerged in the Union-occupied South as freedom was 
being redefined in the North. During the first half of the nineteenth 
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century, Northern merchants and manufacturers had reorganized work 
arrangements and, in the process, gained unprecedented control over 
production. They thereby elevated themselves to new positions of 
social and economic preeminence and set in motion changes that 
ousted artisans from their crafts and farmers from their land. On the 
eve of the Civil War, most small towns and farming communities had 
not yet been touched by these revolutionary changes. But in all the 
major cities of the Northeast and Midwest, as well as many small 
towns, workshops employing dozens of workers and factories employ
ing hundreds had become common. In these places, wage-workers 
may have outnumbered landed farmers, propertied artisans, and self
employed shopkeepers. 

Changing patterns of ownership and production created overlapping 
and, often, contradictory conceptions of freedom. From one perspec
tive, freedom derived from a man's ownership of productive property, 
real and personal, which guaranteed a competency and the ability to 
establish an independent household. Ownership of productive property 
ensured respectability within a community and membership in its 
polity. The ideal citizen was a male proprietor whose control over his 
own labor and its products underlay both economic and political inde
pendence. Since men of independent means could not be bought or 
bribed, they alone - at least until the 1820S, in most states - could 
vote, hold office, serve on juries, and enjoy the other manifestations of 
full citizenship. As heads of households, such men could extend some 
of the benefits of freedom to others under their jurisdiction - wives, 
children, servants, apprentices, and journeymen - whom they repre
sented in the polity. Depending on their age, sex, and color, these 
dependents might travel without restriction, assemble at will, bear 
arms, testify in court, and enjoy other rights, but they were not and 
could not be citizens in the fullest sense. 

The social and economic changes that eroded property-based inde
pendence created a different understanding of freedom. From the new 
perspective, freedom derived not from the ownership of productive 
property, but from the unfettered sale of one's labor power-itself a 
commodity - in a competitive market. "Political freedom rightly de
fined," proclaimed a Union general, "is liberty to work, and to be 
protected in the full enjoyment of the fruits of labor. ,,2 Voluntary rather 
than obligatory labor, represented by contracts based on mutual con
sent, became the hallmark of the new order. Ideal citizens thus in
cluded not only independent farmers, artisans, and shopkeepers, but 
also upwardly mobile wage-workers who by dint of ambition, industry, 
and luck improved themselves. Indeed, to the apostles of the emerging 
order, the process of self-improvement itself made for better workers, 

, Freedom, ser. I, vol. 2: doc. 26. The general was Benjamin F. Butler. 
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better citizens, and better men, thereby affirming the natural- if not 
providential- origins of the new ideal. 

Individual men, able to rise and fall according to their own ability 
and energy, began breaking away from traditional household struc
tures. By the early nineteenth century, indentured servitude had all but 
disappeared, apprenticeship was falling into disuse, and the master
journeyman system - increasingly unable to regulate prices, training, 
or the quality of workmanship-was crumbling. Changes that under
mined personal subordination in the workplace also altered domestic 
relationships. Although fathers retained much of their traditional 
power and full political rights were not extended to women, the depar
ture of production from the household allowed some women a new 
authority over domestic life. 3 

As Northerners came to advocate internally generated initiative, 
rather than personal obligation and external force, as the proper stimu
lus to industry, they assaulted those social relations that smacked of 
direct coercion. Southern slaveholders represented everything that advo
cates of the new freedom despised. By denying the two great incentives 
to self-improvement-the stick of hunger and the carrot of property 
accumulation - slaveholders debased both their slaves and themselves 

3 On the transformation of economy and society in the free states, see David Montgom
ery, Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans, 1862-1872 (New York, 
1967), especially chap. I and appendix A; Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The 
Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, Mass., 1977), chaps. 1-3; 
Alan Dawley, Class and Community: The Industrial Revolution in Lynn (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1976); David M. Gordon, Richard Edwards, and Michael Reich, Segmented 
Work, Divided Workers: The Historical Transformation of Labor in the United States 
(Cambridge, Eng., 1982), chap. 3; Steven Hahn and Jonathan Prude, eds., The 
Countryside in the Age of Capitalist Transformation: Essays in the Social History of Rural 
America (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1985), chaps. 1-4, 8-1 I; Peter Dobkin Hall, The 
Organization of American Culture, 1700-1900: Private Institutions, Elites, and the Ori
gins of American Nationality (New York, 1982); Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle 
Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (Cambridge, Eng., 1981); 
Anthony F. C. Wallace, Rockdale: The Gr()UJth of an American Village in the Early 
Industrial Revolution (New York, 1978); Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York 
City and the Rise of the American Working Class, 1788-1850 (New York, 1984). The 
decline of the master-apprentice system is traced in W. J. Rorabaugh, The Craft 
Apprentice: From Franklin to the Machine Age in America (New York, 1986). For the 
ideological changes that accompanied and articulated the social transformation, see 
Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the 
Civil War (New York, 1970), chaps. 1-2, and Politics and Ideology in the Age of the 
Civil War (New York, 1980), chaps. 3-4, 6-7; Barbara J. Fields and Leslie S. 
Rowland, "Free Labor Ideology and Its Exponents in the South during the Civil War 
and Reconstruction," paper delivered at the annual meeting of the Organization of 
American Historians, 1984. The changing tole of women is analyzed in Nancy F. 
Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in New England, 1780-1835 (New 
Haven, Conn., 1977); Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class; Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catha
rine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity (New Haven, Conn., 1973); Christine 
Stansell, City of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-r860 (New York, 1986). 
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and created a social order that was tyrannical, exploitative, and corrupt. 
Only free labor could make for a society of free and independent men. 4 

The new conception of freedom existed side by side with the old, 
and rather than see them as murually exclusive, most Northerners 
embraced elements of both. Indeed, for many of them, the opportuni
ties of the market offered a way to achieve the old ideal of freehold 
independence. The promise of social mobility bridged the gap be
tween propertyless proletarian and independent proprietor, suggesting 
that any industrious man could attain independent standing. "There 
is [no} such thing," declared Abraham Lincoln, "as the free hired 
laborer being fixed to that condition for life .... The prudent, penni
less beginner in the world labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus 
with which to buy tools or land for himself, then labors on his own 
account another while, and at length hires another new beginner to 

help him. "5 With similar optimism, Northerners also argued that 
there was no inherent conflict between the propertied and the prop
ertyless. To the contrary, a "harmony of interests" united capital and 
labor. Governed by the universal "laws" of political economy, that 
harmony was embodied in the voluntary contractual relations that 
joined employer and employee. 

A growing number of wage-workers discerned conflict, not har
mony, between labor and capital. While struggling to improve them
selves, they began to articulate new ideas that denied the preeminence 
of the market and the right of employers to determine their employees' 
place in society. Those who subsisted by selling their labor power 
demanded and received title to privileges previously reserved for 
property-owning freemen. The suffrage and other political rights be
came prerogatives of dependent proletarians as well as independent 
proprietors. 6 

4 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, [770-[823 (Ithaca, 
N.Y., 1975), especially chaps. 8-10; Jonathan A. Glickstein, .. 'Poverty Is Not 
Slavery': American Abolitionists and the Competitive Labor Market," in Antislavery 
Reconsidered: New Perspectives on the Abolitionists, ed. Lewis Perry and Michael Fellman 
(Baton Rouge, La., 1979), pp. 195-218; Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men; Louis 
S. Gerteis, Morality and Utility in American Antislavery Reform (Chapel Hill, N.C., 
1987). 

5 Lincoln's statement appears in his annual message to Congress of December 1861. 
(Abraham Lincoln, Collected Works, ed. Roy P. Basler, Marion D. Prarr, and Lloyd A. 
Dunlap, 9 vols. [New Brunswick, N.J., 1953-55], vol. 5, pp. 35-53·) 
On the development of the American working class during the antebellum years, see 
Herbert G. Gutman, Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America: Essays in 
American Working-Class and Social History (New York, 1976), especially chap. I; 
Dawley, Class and Community, chaps. 1-3, 5; Gordon et aI., Segmented Work, Divided 
Workers, chap. 3; Wallace, Rockdale, chap. 4; Wilentz, Chants Democratic. Changes in 
the requirements for suffrage and officeholding are outlined in Richard P. Mc
Cormick, The Second American Party System: Party Formation in the Jacksonian Era 
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1966). 
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The older ideas about independence corresponded to particular 
notions of dependence. In a community of independent freeholders, 
households were responsible for the support of their own dependents, be 
they children, elderly parents, servants, journeymen, or apprentices. 
Through networks of family and community, households also succored 
orphans, the physically and mentally ill, and other unfortunates. When 
such men, women, and children held no claim upon a particular house
hold, local authorities assigned them to one and provided a subsidy from 
public funds. Respectable men and women who had fallen on hard times 
were often supported in their own homes - so-called outdoor relief-both 
to meet their immediate needs and to maintain the integrity of the 
community. The care of dependents thus lent support to the social order 
in communities in which face-to-face relations were the standard. Strang
ers and those deemed not respectable were either "warned out" of town or 
given short shrift, no matter how desperate. 

The new notions of independence altered ideas about dependence. 
Relief assumed a new form as mobile, unattached individuals began to 
outnumber settled householders. In the seaboard metropolises of the 
Northeast, the arrival of thousands of newcomers from the countryside 
and from foreign lands transformed neighbors into strangers. In re
sponse, associations of benevolent men and women, in alliance with 
public officials, assumed responsibilities once borne by households. 
Sponsoring an array of new institutions-schools, poorhouses, peniten
tiaries, and asylums - these reformers offered a new discipline that 
would guard against permanent impoverishment in the absence of the 
traditional rewards and restraints. Reformers wanted to ensure that the 
freedom of propertyless men and women did not lead to license. They 
sought to demonstrate that even without a foundation in property 
ownership, civic responsibility and social discipline could rest upon 
industry, frugality, and sobriety, the personal virtues taught in com
mon schools and Protestant chutches and enforced by the market. 7 

On the eve of the Civil War, the conflicting notions about freedom 
and independence, work and welfare, were far from reconciled. Fight
ing a war for national reunification heightened the contradictions. 
Mobilization under the banner of "Union and Liberty" brought to
gether diverse Northern constiruencies with different understandings of 
both terms: New Englanders and midwesterners, factory workers and 

7 Intertwined ideas of public charity, private philanthropy, reform, and welfare are 
discussed in Paul Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order in America, 1820-1920 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978), chaps. 1-7; Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the 
Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America (New York, 1986), chaps. 1-4; 
Benjamin Joseph Klebaner, Public Poor Relief in America, 1790-1860 (New York, 
1976); David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the 
New Republic (Boston, 197 I). Robert H. Bremner, The Public Good: Philanthropy and 
Welfare in the Civil War Era (New York, 1980), chaps. 1-5, is especially helpful on 
the war years. 
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yeoman farmers, Protestant reformers and Catholic immigrants, anti
slavery Republicans and pros lavery Union Democrats. Contention over 
the meaning of freedom divided Northerners even as opposition to 
secession united them. 

Southern slaves had their own conceptions of freedom, derived from 
their experience as slaves within the American republic. Themselves 
property, they were denied control over their labor and its product. 
Without independent standing in the eyes of the law, they were subject 
to the personal will of their owners. Slaves could be sold, disciplined, 
and moved without recourse, and they had no right to marry, educate 
their children, or provide for their parents. They could bear arms, 
assemble, hold property, and travel only with their owners' consent. 

Slaves expected the destruction of their owners' sovereignty to open 
a world of new possibilities. If slavery denied them the right to 
control their persons and progeny, freedom would confer that right. If 
slavery required that they suffer arbitrary and often violent treatment, 
freedom would enable them to protect themselves against such abuse. 
If slavery allowed their owners to expropriate the fruits of their labor, 
freedom would at least guarantee compensation if not the entire prod
uct of their labor. As free people, former slaves expected to be able to 
organize their lives in accordance with their own sense of propriety, 
establish their families as independent units, and control productive 
property as the foundation of their new status. 

But freedom was not merely slavery's negative. Even before the war, 
slaves established families, created churches, selected community lead
ers, and carved out a small realm of independent economic activity. An 
elaborate network of kinship-with its own patterns of courtship, rites 
of marriage, parental responsibilities, and kin obligations-linked 
slaves together. Throughout the South, slaves organized churches
formal congregations in cities and on some large plantations, informal 
gatherings on small farmsteads. Black ministers articulated a different 
interpretation of Christianity from that heard in the churches of slave 
owners. In addition to preachers, slaves chose other leaders from their 
own ranks. Often these were drivers or artisans, but sometimes men 
and women of no special status in the owners' view. 

While subject to their owners' overwhelming power, slaves strug
gled to increase the possibilities of independent action in all areas of 
their lives. They pressed for nothing more relentlessly than control over 
their own labor, denial of which constituted the very essence of chattel 
slavery. Conceding what they could not alter, slaves worked without 
direct compensation but claimed the right to a predictable portion of 
what they produced. They expected their owners to feed, clothe, and 
house them in accordance with customary usage and irrespective of age, 
infirmity, or productivity. 

Through a continuous process of contest and negotiation with indi-
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vidual owners, many slaves also established a right to some time of 
their own in which to cultivate gardens, hunt, fish, raise poultry and 
hogs, make baskets and practice other handicrafts, hire themselves to 

neighboring farmers and artisans, or receive payment for overwork. 
Some slaves were permitted to sell the products of such independent 
activities, often to their own masters and sometimes to others. Al
though their property had no standing at law, it gained recognition in 
practice, enabling them to accumulate small and generally perishable 
resources by which they improved their own lives and gave the next 
generation "a start." The slaves' self-directed economic activities, like 
their families and religious congregations, fostered a vision of an inde
pendent life and shaped their expectations of the postemancipation 
world. s 

While the slaves' ideas about freedom everywhere derived from slav
ery, slavery was not everywhere the same. Regional and local differences 
affected the character of emancipation. Many of the four million slaves 
in the South in 1860 lived and worked alongside their owners, sharing 
intimately, if never equally, in the daily routine. Others hardly knew 
their owners, and instead stood at the end of a chain of command that 
extended from a black driver or foreman through a white overseer 
before it reached an absentee master. Some slaves had roots in the land 
they worked that reached back for generations; others were newcomers, 
recently torn from old homes and transplanted to a strange and distant 
place. Some slaves spent their entire lives on one great estate, rarely 
venturing beyond its boundaries. Others lived on small farms or in 
cities, interacted regularly with nonslaveholding whites and free 
blacks, traveled widely, and were sometimes rented out by their owners 
to different hirers. A few privileged slaves hired themselves out, paying 
their owners a monthly "wage" and retaining for themselves whatever 
remained. 

Slaves also worked in different ways. Most were agricultural work
ers, chiefly field hands. Although they shared the experience of tilling 
the soil, the regimen of different crops and particular forms of labor 
organization fostered divergent patterns of work. Some slave men and 
women were assigned daily tasks, after the completion of which they 
could engage in self-directed activities that supplemented their diets 
and sometimes generated a small surplus. The majority of plantation 

The best general studies of Southern slavery in the nineteenth century are Eugene D. 
Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York, 1974), and 
Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New 
York, 1956). On the family life of slaves, see Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family 
in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York, 1976); on religion, Albert J. 
Raboteau, Slave Religion: The "Invisible Institution" in the Antebellum South (New York, 
1978); on the slaves' independent economic activity, Ira Berlin and Philip D. Mor
gan, eds., The Slaves' Economy: Independent Production by Slaves in the Americas (London, 
in press). 
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slaves, however, worked from sunup to sundown in closely supervised 
gangs and had relatively little time to cultivate garden plots or accumu
late property of any sort. Still other agricultural slaves, especially those 
in mixed-farming regions, labored at a variety of seasonally defined 
tasks that required flexible schedules and considerable freedom of move
ment. Work outside the field - in artisan shops, in urban warehouses 
and factories, and in the big house - created other distinctive patterns. 
The slaves' various work routines influenced both their lives in slavery 
and their ideas about freedom. 9 

Black people with prior experience in freedom, approximately a 
quarter-million on the eve of the Civil War, also contributed to the 
emergence of free-labor relations. Most free blacks resided in the 
Upper South, where they were so mixed and intermarried with slaves 
as to have become socially inseparable. Others, particularly those in 
the port cities of the Lower South, styled themselves "free people of 
color" and held themselves apart from the mass of rural, black slaves. 
But no matter how they tried to distinguish themselves, free blacks 
lived within the close confines of a society that presumed people of 
African descent to be slaves. Southern lawmakers denied them many 
liberties enjoyed by white people, forbidding them to travel freely, to 
testify in court or sit on juries, to bear arms, or (in some states) to 
hold property in their own names. Yet free blacks were not slaves. 
They enjoyed the right to marry, establish independent households, 
control their own labor, and accumulate property. Drawing on their 
skills and their personal connections with white patrons, a few ambi
tious free blacks managed to amass considerable wealth and attain a 
degree of respectability even in the eyes of slaveholders. Their experi
ence engendered a special social outlook and an understanding of 
freedom that could be as different from that of the liberated as it was 
from that of the liberators. 10 

No matter what expectations black people brought to freedom, their 
intentions -like those of everyone else - collided with the realities of 
war. In some regions of the South, notably the South Carolina Sea 
Islands and certain areas of the Mississippi Valley, the arrival of federal 
troops caused slaveholders to abandon both their estates and their 
slaves. Transformed into de facto freed people by their owners' exodus, 
such former slaves pursued an independent livelihood on their home 
plantations, surrounded by a familiar landscape, kinfolk, and friends. 

9 The spatial diversity and temporal development of slavery in the United States are 
captured in Willie Lee Rose, ed., A Documentary History of Slavery in North America 
(New York, 1976), and Ira Berlin, "Time, Space, and the Evolution of Afro
American Society on British Mainland North America," American Historical Review 
85 (Feb. 1980): 44-78. 

10 Ira Berlin, Slaves without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York, 
1974)· 

9 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-39493-2 - Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation 1861-1867: Selected
from the Holdings of the National Archives of the United States: Series I Volume III The Wartime
Genesis of Free Labor: The Lower South
Edited by Ira Berlin, Thavolia Glymph, Steven F. Miller, Joseph P. Reidy, Leslie S. Rowland
and Julie Saville
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521394932
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


THE WARTIME GENESIS OF FREE LABOR 

In much of the seceded South, however, and in the border states that 
remained in the Union, slaves gained freedom only by flight. Since 
solitary fugitives stood a better chance of success - especially early in 
the war- runaways often had to leave family and friends behind. Many 
fugitive slaves followed familiar paths to hideaways in forests and 
swamps; others occupied abandoned farms and plantations. But the 
vast majority of fugitives sought safety in or near federal encampments, 
trusting their future to perfect strangers. 

Still other slaves secured freedom with their owners in residence. 
Most notably in southern Louisiana, Tennessee, and the border states, 
slaves confronted owners who were determined to maintain their old 
dominance in fact if not at law. Many such slaveholders, professing 
loyalty to the Union, called upon federal authorities to sustain their 
claims to black laborers; the officials, hesitant to alienate much-needed 
allies, frequently complied. Occasionally, even disloyal masters bra
zenly demanded military backing. II 

Above all, the march of contending armies determined the possibili
ties available to former slaves. Where federal lines were secure, freed
people could sink roots, reconstitute their families, organize churches 
and schools, and earn a livelihood. Such places were few in number. 
Enormous though it became, the federal army was never large enough 
simultaneously to protect the loyal states, defend the occupied regions 
of the Confederacy, and mount offensives against the rebels. Confeder
ate troops held Union armies at bay during the first two years of the war 
and enjoyed the ability to counterattack in force well into 1864. Fed
erallines shifted in the ebb and flow of military campaigns, sometimes 
incorporating slaves from Confederate territory, sometimes uprooting 
freedpeople and sending them in search of another safe haven. Certain 
districts nominally under Union control became the site of guerrilla 
activity that widened into a war of all against all. If many slaves gained 
freedom on the run, subsequent events often kept them in motion. Few 
black men and women passed from slavery to freedom untouched by the 
uncertainty of military events. 12 

Vagaries of federal policy likewise affected the wartime experience of 
former slaves. The Union war effort entailed thousands of official deci
sions, great and small, made by an array of politicians, bureaucrats, and 
military officers. Although their policies aimed first to secure victory, 
other considerations also weighed heavily. In the field, soldiers and 
officers acted to safeguard their lives. In Washington, elected officials 
and civil servants protected their careers, scrutinizing possible courses 
of action against their prospects of reelection and advancement. Offi-

II The uneven evolution of legal freedom in different parts of the South is described in 
Freedom, ser. I, vol. I. 

12 Patterns of federal occupation and their implications for the destruction of slavery 
are discussed in Freedom, ser. I, vol. 1. 
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