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3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough
The Freedmen’s Bureau, Free Labor Ideology, and Fedmen’s Rights, 1865-1868

Just after sunset, on April 17, 1867, gunshots mngiear Benton, the parish seat of Bossier
Parish. Some white men quickly went to investigatel found Sullivan Drew, a local
freedman, shot in his leg and abdomen. Drew dienh fnis wounds that same night. Nearby
bootprints matched a pair that William A. Hargusl lmaurchased shortly before, along with a
bottle of whiskey also found at the scene. Civithauties quickly issued warrants for the
arrest of Hargus and his companion James McCaripudh initially apprehended, they
escaped before a justice of the peace could heardhse, and made their way to Arkansas.
Although Hargus and McCanly had done the shootirmgpne in Benton doubted that Lee
Arick, a local planter, had hired both men to comtiné murder. He had resented Drew ever
since the freedman had married Arick’s former sl&marity, with whom the planter had, in
her words, had intercourse “as man and wife [...Jasamnally and sometimes twice a week
before the surrender.”

Once free, Charity had insisted that they eitmer the relationship, or that Arick “live
with me and let other women alone.” He refusedriigafor his reputation if he openly lived
with a black mistress. Charity, by necessity, qured to live on his place, since “I was sickly
and had no home and did as he wanted me to.” Irsuhemer of 1866, however, she met
Sullivan, who proposed to live with her, to whidmesconsented on condition that he get a
license and legally marry her. When Arick heardhef plans, he threatened to beat her if she
married a colored man, but she did so anyway oreNier 1. A few weeks later, Arick told
the freedman Andrew Scott that “Charity is doing wr®ng, such men as [Sullivan Drew]
ought to be Kkilled. If you will break it up betwe#mem | will give you twenty-five dollars or
more. [Drew] must and shall be killed.” AlthoughdBcrefused the offer, a few months later,
Sullivan Drew lay dead.

Despite Radical Republicans’ political victorieseo President Johnson and the
passage of the Reconstruction Act just a monthr ggoSullivan Drew’s murder, limited
security in fact existed for the freedpeople in oégnareas of the rural South. Conservative
whites not only controlled local government, thdgoamonopolized the resources that

L “April 30, 1867, Shreveport, Flood to Sterling,ARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 391; Solomon K.
Smith, “The Freedmen’s Bureau in Shrevepdrhe Struggle for Control of the Red River Didifid_ouisiana
History 41, no. 4 (2000): 442-443.

74



3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

provided de facto political power: land, arms, mgneducation, and military training and
experience. Although the federal government hademafbrmal commitment to protect the
freed slaves, the army was preoccupied with its demobilization and not suited to such a
police task. In many places, the only institutibattstood between the recently freed black
population and Southern whites’ desire to reesthbiheir political, economic, and social
dominance was the Bureau of Refugees, FreedmenAbawidoned Lands, better known as
the Freedmen’s Bureau.

We must thank the diligent work of local FreednseBureau agents that testimonies
such as Charity Drew’s have been preserved. IBtheau’s absence, she and countless other
freedpeople would have had no appeal from the yaadiscriminate terror perpetrated by
conservative whites who wished to reestablish trearal hegemony. At the same time, the
Bureau'’s records testify to the inherent weaknestéise agency. Despite the good intentions
and conscientious efforts of many local officefgyt could often do little more than record
the victims’ testimony. In the Drew case, as innsany others, there is no record of the
perpetrators facing any formal legal proceedinggHeir crime.

Dunningite historians saw the Bureau as an opmesgient of Northern and Radical
Republican domination of the South. In Louisian@klen concluded, it was both “a failure
and as an unwelcome agent between employer andogeepl Fleming is slightly more
nuanced, admitting the good intentions of at lghst senior leadership and lauding the
Bureau’s economic relief efforts — at least for t&hi— in the immediate aftermath of the war.
The supposed incompetence, Republican partisansimg@, greed of most local agents,
however, ensured that “it failed to exert a pernméigevholesome influence” and contributed
to the “alienation of the two races [...] and thefdkelings then aroused were destined to
persist into a long and troubled futufe.”

George R. Bentley's 1955 overview of the Buredu&ory offered a somewhat more
nuanced perspective, but over the following decaesionist scholars radically reevaluated
the institution. Two years before the publicatidrBentley’s study, John and La Wanda Cox
had already concluded that “even the most friestliglies of the Bureau have exaggerated its
weaknesses and minimized its strength.” Subseqg@sigionists praised the Bureau for its
support of the freedmen, while others reverseddiieningite narrative entirely and accused
the Bureau of not being Radical enough. This dgaraknt exemplifies the rapid development

2 Ficklen,Reconstruction in Louisiana through 186887; FlemingSequel of Appomattpt5, 117, and chapter
4.
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3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

in Reconstruction and Freedmen’s Bureau historfugyan just a few short decades. Whereas
earlier authors had criticized the Bureau for ifeieéng too much in the South, many
revisionist scholars believed its greatest fayititfanot doing enough to help the emancipated
slaves’

From the 1970s on, historians of the Freedmen’se®u began to take a more
moderate approach to their subject. This new FreedmBureau historiography paralleled
the post-revisionist developments in the broadetdfiof Reconstruction scholarship. It
emphasized institutional and ideological constsathat hampered the Bureau, the essentially
moderate character of even its more radical prograend increasingly studied the
functioning of the Bureau at the state and locakllerather than its national leadership.
Robert Harisson, in a review of this recent literaf concludes that although the Bureau
“made an important difference to the lives of freedple and left its mark on the social and
economic institutions of the postbellum South,” fBereau nevertheless failed to achieve
many of its original goals. This failure was *“as chua consequence of the ‘almost
insuperable obstacles’ that the agency faced ds ofvn inadequacies.”

Such a critical narrative, which emphasizes theeBu's shortcomings, raises an
analytical conundrum of its own. If the FreedmeBigeau and its agents acted as moderates
who sought to mediate an equitable and balancedpmmse between the interests of
laborers and landowners, why then did contemparanethe South, both white and black,
view them primarily as allies of the recently fregddves? In reality, as Foner notes, “most
Southern whites resented the Bureau as [...] a baaithe authority reminiscent of slavery
that the planters hoped to impose,” while blacksaimed committed “to the Bureau as an
embodiment of the nation’s responsibility.” To urstand the firm commitment of the

freedpeople to the Bureau and the Southern whieally passionate hatred, involves more

% George R. BentleyA History of the Freedmen’s Bure@hiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pre€53);
John Cox and LaWanda Cox, “General O. O. Howard thed ‘Misrepresented Bureau,The Journal of
Southern Historyl9, no. 4 (1953): 428; McFeelyankee Stepfatheespecially 304-316. Other works in this
vein include: Oubref-orty Acres and a MuleMartin Abbott, The Freedmen’s Bureau in South Carolina, 1865-
1872 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Presk967); John A CarpenteGword and Olive Branch:
Oliver Otis Howard(New York: Fordham University Press, 1999); LaWaibx, “The Promise of Land for the
Freedmen, The Mississippi Valley Historical Reviels, no. 3 (1958): 413-40.

* The term ‘New Reconstruction historiography wamed by John David Smith: “The Work It Did Not Do
Because It Could Not: Georgia and the ‘New’ Freedrs Bureau Historiography,The Georgia Historical
Quarterly82, no. 2 (1998): 331-49. For a recent collectibassays that reflect these developments see:/ARaul
Cimbala and Randall M. Miller, edsThe Freedmen’s Bureau and ReconstructiéteconsiderationgNew
York: Fordham University Press, 1999). For LouisiaHoward A White;The Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiana
(Louisiana State University Press, 1970). An owambf this historiography can be found in Robertrigan,
“New Representations of a ‘Misrepresented Bure&eflections on Recent Scholarship on the Freedmen'’s
Bureau,”American Nineteenth Century Histd8yno. 2 (2007): especially 212, 213.
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3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

than a reference to “the irreconcilable interestfoomer masters and former slaves as each
sought to define the meaning of emancipation.” Whihdoubtedly true, such ‘irreconcilable
interests’ merely explain why the kind of mediatitte Bureau attempted failed, not why
Southerners of both races consistently felt thap#rated to the benefit of the freedpeople,
regardless of how moderate or even conservatiylisies may appear in retrospéct.

To resolve this apparent paradox, we must take atdcount the fundamentally
asymmetrical power relations that characterizethraelations in the postwar South. In the
immediate aftermath of slavery, the black poputatimcked the economic, educational and
institutional resources necessary to negotiateceffdy with the landowners, even in the
absence of endemic racism. Without federal interfee, Southern whites could and would
quickly have reduced the freedpeople to a conditiat, in Charles Schurtz’s words, “would
not be exactly the re-establishment of slaverysrold form, but as for the practical working
of the system with regard to the welfare of thedimen, the difference would only be for the
worse.” Under such conditions, any federal intenfiee that sought to provide some measure
of economic and legal security for the freedpeageroached on what Southern whites
considered both their interest and their prerogat&s Ted Tunnell puts it, whenever an
“agent balanced a landowner's word on the scaledruth against a freedman’s, he
transgressed a cardinal rule of white supremacgniivthe agent decided in his favor, he was
unlikely to be grateful® Indeed, no matter how equitably the Bureau ageies to balance
the interests of the freedpeople and the planteesiesult of their interference inevitably gave
more to the black population than they would havained in its absence.

This returns us to the case of Sullivan Drew’s aeetr The case is drawn from a report
by the Shreveport Bureau agent Martin Flood anketf the kind of dilemmas agents faced
time and again in adjudicating conflicts betweeseflpeople and planters. Although slavery
had ended, Lee Arick used his economic leverageenggloyer and landlord, to pressure
Charity into remaining as his occasional concubagginst her expressed will. Charity,
meanwhile, clearly understood emancipation to efe@édom from such sexual exploitation

but had no course of appeal open to her. The araagt was hardly likely to have been

® Foner,Reconstruction143, 168, 169, 170.. Foner himself notes theidenisetween the critical assessment of
the Bureau by many revisionist scholars and thedienting hostility” that Southern whites felt torda it. His
conclusion that the Bureau acted as “the agenhefbrthern free labor ideology” however places itmech
emphasis on conflicting ideologies, while ignorthg fundamental power asymmetry and racial antzgothat
was the context of Southern labor relations. Edod¥,Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil Walew
York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 101.

®CSS, 39-1, Sen. Ex. 2, 24; Ted Tunnell, “Marshidrvey Twitchell and the Freedmen’s Bureau in Bikav
Parish,”Louisiana History33, no. 3 (1992): 249.
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3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

formalized in a contract, placing it beyond the magnce of the Bureau agent. She hoped to
find security from Arick by marrying Sullivan Drevbut even then their economic situation
made them vulnerable to retribution, as they camtih) from necessity, to live on Arick’s
plantation. He could easily mobilize his resourcesach out to desperadoes, and have
Sullivan Drew murdered in cold blood.

While his hired thugs fled the state, Arick hinisefft for New Orleans where he
could avoid any difficult questions Flood might Wit ask him. Flood urged his superiors to
have all the parties involved arrested and triedNeaw Orleans, since they “never will be
brought to justice by Civil Authorities” in Shreveq. No record exists, however, of the case
being prosecuted, and given the Bureau’s limitesbueces it is unlikely that Hargus and
McCanly were ever caught. Given the circumstamiture of the evidence against Arick,
moreover, even a federal court would have difficibnvicting him, so long as at least one
white juror sat on his case. Flood therefore, dedps best intentions, could do little more for
Charity than record her testimony and urge his sargeto forceful action that he most likely
knew would be futile.

Despite his apparent powerlessness, the whiteslvied would still have seen the
Bureau as an unwarranted interference. In its aesekrick, had he not been able to prevent
the marriage in the first place, might have avoidleel expense of hiring others to do his
killing for him. Neither would he have needed t&edhe troublesome precaution of leaving
for New Orleans after the fact. Less tangible, ppeithaps even more important, the Bureau
offered black victims such as Charity a venue witilmately and officially present their
grievances. However limited its subsequent actitims,Bureau thus helped substantiate the
freedpeople’s claim to citizenship by giving offitisanction to their voice. In such ways,
despite the obvious shortcomings of the Bureau foamtwenty-first century perspective, it
nevertheless acted as a curb on the impunity witithwvhites otherwise might dominate the

recently freed slaves.

A Promise Betrayed

Before his appointment as the first assistant casiomer for the Freedmen’s Bureau in
Louisiana, Thomas Conway had gained much relevapéreence as head of the wartime
Bureau of Free Labor, with responsibility for thieddpeople in Union areas of the state. His
final report on the Freedman’s Bureau'’s institudilopredecessor offers a tantalizing preview

of many of the problems and dilemmas which the Bu'e agents would face on a much
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larger scale, as well as reminding us of the pa@kfdr significant change which the Bureau
embodied and which its later shortcomings tendoscare’

Conway complained of a lack of funding and othesources at his disposal, despite
his responsibility for “thousands of destitute figeen [that] came through our lines.” He
nevertheless succeeded in establishing four ‘hoohenes,” plantations on which freedmen
worked for their own account. The large crops poaduthere, “showed a triumph of the free
labor system,” proving the “freedmen to be not nslleut industrious.” Conway had high
hopes for future prosperity based on the redidtiobuof at least 60,000 acres of land to the
freedpeople, which promised “greater profits, awdfdr more happiness, to the white and
colored populations of the State, under the infbeeaf free labor, and in a very few years,
than was ever before enjoyed.”

Conway also reported on the numerous obstaclesi¢tmuntered, most of which could
be traced to the persistent resistance by the latétle population to policies aimed at
substantiating the liberty of their former slavAsmeeting of planters in November of 1864
drew up a series of rules and regulations to govabor relations, which, according to
Conway, fwould have brought the freedmen again into bondagdact, if not in namé
These regulations gave planters complete contret the laborers, who could not leave the
plantation, own stock, or grow produce for theirnoaccount except with the permission of
the landowner. Although light offenses might be ipbad by fines, the planters insisted on
the necessity of corporal punishment in “obstirtatees” on the premise that “the whole study,
aim and object of the negro laborer now is, hovavoid work, and yet have a claim for
wages, rations, clothes, etc.”

Instead of these regulations, the commanding gén8tephen A. Hurlbut, issued
orders which closely resembled General Banks’s imartsystem of contract labor. These
orders incorporated what officials considered aoaable wage to working freedpeople, in
addition to prohibiting corporal punishment and mumeeing them *“just treatment,
wholesome rations, comfortable clothing, fuel anetioal attendance, and the opportunity of
instruction of children.” On the other hand, thestsyn compelled the freedpeople to work
faithfully for the planter they contracted with, ythholding half their wages until the end of
the year as well as instituting a system of fined penalties for time lost. Such a system was

" The following paragraphs derive from: Thomas W.n®ay, Final Report of the Bureau of Free Labor,
Department of the Gulf, to Major General E.R.S. BgnCommandingNew Orleans: Times Book and Job
Office 1865).
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a far cry from the free labor idyll of small farmseworking independently on redistributed
lands that Conway envisioned for the future. Indtéaaimed to balance the interests of both
laborers and planters in order to get cotton prodaaip and running again in the wake of the
war.

Although many planters expressed public supportialbut’s system when proposed,
they opposed its implementation, in particulardbkection of a three dollar poll tax on every
hand employed, two-thirds of which the planters hadpay. Those who had been the
strongest supporters of the Confederacy, “with sortbe rebel army as Colonels, Generals,
etc.” objected most forcefully to the new laborteys and complained most bitterly of
oppression by the federal government. They paidréepeople their wages grudgingly and
where possible would take “advantage of the freegnamd the freedmen, knowing this,
distrusted them.” Nor could the freedpeople exmectcor from the state authorities who
ignored “the orders of the Commanding General ef@epartment, the laws of Congress, and
the orders of the War Department [...] as far as tbeyld.” Conway feared that “if the
freedmen were left to the mercy of the people whianerly owned them as slaves, or to
officers of their selection, we might with one cowf the fingers of our hands number the
years which the race would spend with us.”

Despite these obstacles, Conway expressed a dcidptimistic prospect for the
future of free labor. Under the guidance of thedauwr, and the influence of entrepreneurial
and unprejudiced Northern planters, he believedfitbe labor system would bring to the
South greater prosperity than it had ever knowneursiavery® Early developments in the
Red River region seemed to support Conway’s optimgognosis. In early July, a month
after Kirby Smith’s surrender, Conway’s subordisaite Alexandria and Shreveport found a
white population highly resistant to the very idef free labor. Whites anonymously
threatened their peers who might hire black labomfages and made sure they informed the
agent in Shreveport of the freedpeople’s “incapattake care of himself; of his indolence,
stupidity, his thievish disposition, his utter digard of all forms of law and order, of the
impracticability as well as the impossibility ofltuating the country without some means of

‘controlling’ the persons of the laborers.”

8 Conway also noted the presence of Northernersaainte to the South out of sheer opportunism, cavitlyg
for their own “pecuniary interests,” precisely ttlass which Southern propagandists would soon eerntler
the ‘carpetbagger’ moniker.
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Not much later, however, the same officer repotted under the Bureau’s pressure to
get the freedpeople back to work on their formamnfdtions, the planters and freedmen had
entered into written contracts for the remaindethef year, either on the basis of cash wages
or for a share of the crop. If such strides cowddntiade so quickly in a region that had held
out against the Union effort longer than any otinethe South, Conway indeed might have
felt justified in predicting “greater profits, aty far more happiness, to the white and colored
populations of the State, under the influence eé flabor, and in a very few years, than was
ever before enjoyed”

After the Bureau of Free Labor had become parthef Freedmen’s Bureau, the
transition from slave to free labor would prove fawore difficult and ultimately less
successful than Conway had envisioned. One of ladiest circulars as assistant
commissioner warned that “many men go about infigcipersonal violence upon freedmen,
and, in some instances, murdering them.” He ordaiedagents to have the Emancipation
Proclamation read aloud at every plantation, aigbdrthem to adjudicate “in all cases
arising within their respective districts, betwdeeedmen themselves, or between freedmen
and white persons, when the civil officers, by oeasf old codes, fail to do the impartial
justice.®
A month later, on August 10 1865, an optimistim@ay forwarded to his agents in
the field a directive from Commissioner Howard whiget aside confiscated lands “for the
use of loyal refugees and freedmen.” They woul@ikexup to forty acres, and “be protected
in the use and enjoyment of the land” for threeryeduring or after which period they might
purchase the land and “receive such title thersttha United States can convey.” For this
purpose, Howard and Conway explicitly exempted dbaed and confiscated property “set
apart for refugees and freedmen” from those landsetreturned to planters under Johnson’s
proclamation of amnesty.

The wording ‘as the United States can convey'datéis that Howard foresaw possible
legal and political difficulties in redistributingonfiscated and abandoned lands. As it was,

just six weeks later President Johnson forced Howaissue a circular revoking the above

° ‘Extract from Report of Lieut. Stickney, Assista®tiperintendent at Shreveport, July 2, 1865, ‘&ottfrom
Another Report by the Same Officer,” ‘Extract frdReport of Lieut. L. S. Butler, Asst. Supt. Of Freesh,
Alexandria, La., July 10, 1865," in Conwdinal Report 20-22.

10 july 14, 1865, New Orleans, Headquarters FreetsmBureau, Circular 2, inRights of freedmen :
Circulation of Emancipation Proclamation, Duties Sfiperintendents of Freedm@xew Orleans: Freedmen’s
Bureau, 1865) [HereinafteRights of Freedmén

“August 10, 1865, Conway and Howard, Circular Kpin CSS, 39-1, HOR. Ex. 70, 16-18.

81



3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

policy and giving priority to restoration of abamaal lands to their original owners. Conway,
seeing his more radical ambitions frustrated, utd&d his agents to temper the freedpeople’s
expectations, as to “avoid the evils attaching bsdief, now almost universal among
freedmen of the state that the government is gtondivide up the greater portion of the
abandoned land in its possession to them.” InstBadeau agents were to encourage the
freedpeople to “make agreements with all who offiem fair wages and good treatmefit.”
Nevertheless, land redistribution had been no gdieeam peddled by unscrupulous
Republican politicos to gullible freedpeople. Howe\briefly, it had constituted official
Bureau policy in Louisiana.

Even before the bitter conflict over land refotime conservative Governor Wells had
complained to his ally Andrew Johnson regardingWayis labor policies. Wells assured the
president that the vast majority of whites in Laais accepted abolition as “fixed and
irreversible,” and wished to give the system oéft@bor “a fair trial by strict compliance with
all its regulations.” Conway, however, underminied planters’ good will by

allowing the negroes to go where they please amabtls for whom they please. The
effect of the order will be to utterly demoralizeetnegroes, besides the ruin brought
on the planters in withdrawing the labor necessatye gathering of their crops now
in the ground, to say nothing of the dangerous \aeful spirit that idleness and

want may engender in the breasts of the negroeartisihe whites$?

Free labor, in Wells’s interpretation, implied gstem that bound laborers to their
employer for the duration of the planting seasegardless of whether such a condition had
been contractually stipulated. Wells went on tooremend Conway’s removal as assistant

commissioner of the Louisiana Bureau, painting him

A radical negro suffrage man — [who] thinks theckldetter than the white man [...]
Inoculated as he is with these ideas, he cannérpeithe part of an impartial agent
in representing the general government and paatigulinder the conservative policy
of your administration, Mr. President, who, whikxaring to the black man his rights

as a freeman, have emphatically told him ‘thatdmee means work'*

12:September 25, 1865, Howard, approved by JohnS€imgular No. 16,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53,
frame 920.
13:July 28, 1865, New Orleans, Wells to Johnson, Ilgvlicrofilm.
14 |
Ibid.
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Johnson agreed, and by the fall ordered Conwagvial of his duties and temporarily
replaced him with his trusted associate James Igrtén. Fullerton proceeded to stake out a
far more conservative policy in an extensive ‘Addréo the Freedmen of Louisiana.” His
harsh admonishment and condescending tone illagtnatlimited conception of freedom he -
and by extension Johnson, Wells, and the vast magfrSouthern whites - envisaged for the
former slaves. Although Fullerton himself served bery briefly in Louisiana, his program
neatly encapsulates the conservative vision thatldveet the relatively narrow policy limits

within which Bureau agents would subsequently haveperate:

The government has made you free. You can now Warlsuch employers as you
may desire; you can control and use your own waged,you can sue and obtain
justice in the state courts [...] For what more camn wask? [...] Slavery has passed
away and you are now placed on trial. It is for yowprove that you are able to take
care of yourselves, and that you deserved to bexrfrad. [...] It is not the intention

of the officers of the Bureau to nurse and pamjer, yo feed and to cloth you, or to
give you any privilege that others do not enjoy][Y.ou cannot always have this help
which a generous government has offered you. Sowiil ibe withdrawn, and if you

cannot then live without it you do not deserve édiiee.

[..]

Do not believe the idle and malicious stories tiaate been told you by bad men as to
what the government intends to do for you. All teen done for you that you can

expect. [...]_No land will be given to you. Alreadylarge quantity of land [...] had

been returned to its owners, and even if it hadoeen returned to its owners it would

not have been given you nor divided among ¥ou.

Fullerton’s remarks regarding the redistributionlarid appear particularly disingenuous, as
he castigates the freedpeople for believing what dufew months earlier had been
promulgated as official government policy.

The few extant Bureau reports from this periodrfroorthwest Louisiana illustrate
how poorly Fullerton understood — or wished to ustiand — the reality of race relations in
the state. A few days after Fullerton issued hidresk, D. H. Reese, agent for the Bureau in

Shreveport, reported that planters near the Texmdeb forced illegal contracts on the

15‘New Orleans, October 20, 1865, Fullerton, Circi#d, Address to the Freedmen of Louisiana,” NARSG
105, M1905, reel 53, frame 925.
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freedpeople and he requested mounted troops tst dihre parties involved. While Fullerton
emphasized that the freedpeople needed to expectone from the government than their
white neighbors, Marshall Harvey Twitchell, the agé&or Bienville, dryly noted that “an
equal number of free white laborers subjected rmlar treatment at work for the same pay,
forced into contracts the content of which in maages were entirely concealed form, or
grossly misrepresented to them, would have giveir #fmployers and the authorities trouble
much more serious than have the freednt&n.”

Fullerton paid scant attention to such reportapishg them on the prejudices of his
agents. In his final report to Howard, he decrieelirt “want of tact, conciliation, and sound
judgment [...] it appears as though they went togdbeth to foster disunion, rather than to
cure and heal.” Such agents, he continues “listetné story or the complaint of the black
man alone, refusing to hear his white neighborhensame subiject, or if they did listen, with
the determination not to believ&”He cared little for the fate of the freed slaviestead, he
strove to achieve a rapid reconciliation of the tetpopulation and restoration of southern
states to full participation in the union.

Although Fullerton only headed the Bureau in Lana for two weeks in October
1865, his brief tenure had a huge impact, permanentdermining the more radical course
set out by Conway. Louisiana Bureau historian HoWarthite and army historian Joseph
Dawson agree that Absalom Baird, Joseph Mower Rottert C. Buchanan, who headed the
Bureau for most of the following years, were motereo radical’® However, with the
possibility of land reform off the table, Bureawcts severely restricted (see below), and the
threat of removal by Johnson a permanent reahigy tould do little more than oversee the
fairly rapid transition to a contract labor systbased on sharecropping, while attempting to
protect the freedpeople from the worst excessedodénce and abuse perpetrated by their
former masters.

In part as a result of Johnson’s unwillingnesadequately fund the Bureau, agents in
the field faced numerous practical obstacles taeaghy even these modest goals. Local
agents had to operate under a limited and oftenigarabs mandate, with few means to

enforce what authority they did have. The Bureaenemore than the army, suffered from a

18:October 25, 1865, Shreveport, Reese to ParsbifsRA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 367; ‘December
1865, Bienville, Twitchell to Baird,” NARA, RG 10511027, reel 13, frame 225.

"“December 2, 1865, Washington, DC, Fullerton tovdod,” in CSS, 39-1, HOR. Ex. 70, 393-403: 394.

'8 White, The Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisiarb, 28; DawsonArmy Generals and Reconstructj@8, 66, 75—
76.
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chronic shortage of funds and resources, most hotabanpower and adequate
transportatiort? In Bienville Parish, bureaucratic obstructionissok Kafkaesque forms after
the Bureau’s horse there died in November 1867 c&sive agents made almost weekly
requests for either a replacement or funds todinerse locally, but to no avail. At the end of
June, 1868, Edward Bean finally received a notenfios superiors asking him to sign a
receipt for a new horse, but the animal itself dat arrive for another six weeks. For ten
months the agents in the parish had been unablespect plantations or investigate various
crimes reported, including the attempted murdedfiam Honneus, a former Union soldier
who had run for Sheriff on the Republican ticket.

Bureau agents also faced a local white populdtiah fundamentally questioned the
agency’s legitimacy. Michael Ryan, district judgé Rapides parish, neatly summed up
conservative whites’ attitudes towards the Bureatis charge to a Rapides grand jury in
October 1865. He generously admitted that the lagaht was in no way objectionable and
had performed his duties admirably. However, “thstitution itself is calculated to render
unhappy the former slave now made free; to putihisome particulars above the white race.”
The grand jury, in their report a week later, pgdoRyan’s praise of the local Bureau agent
and then proceeded to condemn “the obnoxious, epme crudely digested, and inefficient
Law, unproductive ofreal goodto anyone whilst it is multitudinously productivé injury
and evil to all, and against thestitution created under it.” They judged the contract system
enforced by the Bureau a farce, claiming the agkdsed either the means or the will to
enforce performance of contractual obligationstenfteedpeoplé

The conservative pregwinced a similar opposition to the Bureau. Aftex t.ouisiana
legislature passed the Black Codes,Bienville Messengesiccused the Bureau of “providing
special agents to see that the negro is not swindiile they are further robbing the down
trodden poverty-stricken white laborers in theirohighly civilized communities® A few

months later, in its commentary on Johnson’s vétthe bill to extend the Bureau’s life, the

19 /eto of the Second Freedmen’s Bureau Bill’ in BeuFrohnen (ed.J;he American Nation: Primary Sources
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2008), http:/oll.litkgfund.org/title/2282/216252; Randall M. Miller,
“Introduction,” in The Freedmen’s Bureau and Reconstructidteconsiderationsed. Paul A. Cimbala and
Randall M. Miller (New York: Fordham University Bg 1999), xvi—xix; Harrison, “New Representatiohs
‘Misrepresented Bureau,” 214-219.

% ‘May 31, 1868, Sparta, Bean to Warren,’ ‘June 1868, Sparta, Bean to Warren,’ ‘June 30, 1868, tpar
Bean to Bemon,’ and ‘August 15, 1868, Sparta, BeaBemon,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 102, frames 22
24, 27, 34; CSS, 41-2, HOR. Misc. 154, part 1, 658; ‘October 25, 1867, Sparta, Dewees, Finnegad, a
Twitchell to Flanders,’ enclosed in, ‘n.d., n.plafders to Hancock,” NARA, RG 393, part 1, entry85Box2.
11D, 65-10-11, 65-10-18.

2 BM, 66-01-20.
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editor of the Louisiana Democratproudly proclaimed his ignorance of the particular
provisions of the bill. He nevertheless praisedRhesident for his veto and its accompanying
message, “pregnant with meaning, and [...] full opédor the Southern peopl&”

White conservatives did not necessarily disappaiwbe Bureau because of any of its
particular policies, but because it symbolizedrtloeifeat and powerlessness. With the rapid
demobilization of the army, Bureau agents rapi@glaced soldiers as the visible token of
Northern interference in local affairs. Neverthslewhile editors and other spokesmen for
white political sentiment lambasted the Bureau, ynplanters — albeit often grudgingly -
sought out agents’ assistance in organizing, réiggland disciplining their newly free labor
force?* By 1868, as opposition to Reconstruction becanseeasingly violent, théossier
Banner in an attempt to undermine such cooperation witiated institution, urgeplanters
to decline Bureau aid and to let their crops father than become dependent on its
assistancé’

While conservative whites broadly rejected thatiegcy of the Bureau in principle,
they differed as to their practical attitude to #gency and its personnel while in place. The
Editors of theLouisiana Democrateavened their harsh criticism of the Bureau inegah
with surprisingly generous praise for the actuahdiet of local agents, while the
Natchitoches Timesimply urged its readers to avoid difficulties bgving Bureau agents
approve contracts as required. TBessier Bannetook a far harsher line, calling Bureau
agents “Australian rats” and “good-for-nothing,jalousy, mangy curs.” ThBannerinsisted
that the Bureau not only harmed the interest ofwthge planters, but was equally obnoxious
to the freedpeople, who would be as glad as théewlhd see the agents leave:

You [i.e. Bureau agents] will never have an oppatiu of swindling, robbing,
oppressing and lying to [the freedpeople] again] [[he sight of your bloated
carcasses will never again disgust our citizens.lawger will the ‘saddle-colored’
maidens court your smiles, or the dark-hued sigandcom your whiskey-perfumed

lips.2®

1 D, 66-02-28.

4 See, for example, ‘July 24, 1866, Lodi Plantatidfells to Williams,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 58ame
449; ‘March 11, 1867, Monett's Ferry, Bost to CrethNARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frame 396

*>BB, 68-03-07.

1D, 66-11-28, NT, 66-02-07, BB, 66-07-07, 68-02-29
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In DeSoto Parish, opposition to the Bureau wasesod that, after one agent had been run out
of the parish, his successor, Edward Hendersotered to be a Democrat and refused to do
anything to help the blacks for fear of having‘fisunk put out.”’

Besides organizational problems and white opposititheir own ideological
perspective constrained the officers of the Freedsn®ureau at all levels. Foner has
emphasized how the ideology of free labor influehites activities of the Bureau, which “was
not, in reality, the agent of the planters, nor wasecisely the agent of the former slaves. It
can best be understood as the agent of the norfileertabor ideology itself.” Its introduction
into the former slave states, however, fundameniallered the nature of the free labor
doctrine. Originally, its supporters had emphasitedimportance of “independence founded
on land ownership,” an interpretation to which freedpeople continued to adhere. But with
land reform effectively off the table by late 186%pst Bureau agents stressed a more
conservative strain of free labor thinking that ipa$ an essential community of interest
between laborers and planters. They believed —t ¢east hoped - that a system of labor
contracts would ensure both the economic and setahllity of the region as a whole, while
simultaneously guaranteeing the interests of ais#s equall§?

Free labor thus evolved “from a doctrine that cheomed the ownership of productive
property as the bedrock of economic independenaaméothat celebrated the freedom of the
laborer to sell his or her labor for the best paissierms on a free and open markétMany
Northerners, including Secretary of War Edward &tanworried more about guarding
“against a national system of pauperism that migéter a horde of idle officials or dishonest
agents, and engender vice, sloth, and improvidanmung a large class of persons,” than they
did about protecting the freedpeople from violeatsgcution and enforcing their civil and
political rights. The ambiguity in this interpratai of free labor is encapsulated in an early
circular order from Conway, instructing his suboates “in all cases [to] give the freedmen
to understand that they are entirely free to wohere and for whom they please, and at the
same time that a life of idleness will not be erreged or allowed.” President Johnson well

2 CSS, 41-2, HOR. Misc. 154, part 1, 474, 674.

8 Lanza, “Freedmen’s Bureau, Reconsiderations,” B¢ Foner,Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The
Ideology of the Republican Party Before the CiviirNew York: Oxford University Press, 1970); Foner,
Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil Wa01, chapter 6; FoneReconstructionchap. 4; Michael Les
Benedict, “Free Labor Ideology and the Meaninghaf Civil War and ReconstructionReviews in American
History 9, no. 2 (1981): 179-185; Miller, “Introductionix—xx.

29 John C. Rodrigue, “The Freedmen’s Bureau and Waggor in the Louisiana Sugar Region,” fhe
Freedmen’s Bureau and ReconstructidReconsiderationsed. Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller (New
York: Fordham University Press, 1999), 199.
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understood the conservative implications of suchird@rpretation of free labor, when he
argued in his First Annual Message to Congress tthatinterdependence between (black)
labor and (white) capital in the South might betjearantee the protection of the freedpeople
than direct federal supervision. The assembled é¥eptatives and Senators, he urged, ought
to “avoid hasty assumptions of any natural impabsilfor the two races to live side by side

in a state of mutual benefit and good wiff.”

With Few Acres and No Mules
Some planters refused to acknowledge the legdiiggmancipation even after the Confederate
armies were defeated. On July 7, 1865, for instaBc&/. Tully gave the freedman Calvin a
note, permitting him to “ hire to whom he pleadast | shall hold him as my property until
set free by Congres$”Despite such recalcitrance, the inevitable reitimathat the black
population really was free sank in soon enough.eQhe Christmas Day Insurrection Scare of
late 1865 had passed, the vast majority of Souéneraf both races also realized that the
federal government had no intention of redistribgitiarge amounts of land among the freed
slaves. With re-enslavement and redistribution lbokbd out, the future of free labor revolved
around a system of landless black laborers workamgwhite landlords. For the next few
years, officers of the Bureau spent the bulk ofirthiene approving contracts between
freedpeople and planters and adjudicating confifas inevitably arose between both classes.
Contracts based on a share of the crop, ratheraliiked wage, soon dominated in the
Red River regiori? Only sporadic evidence exists regarding labortigra in 1866, but that
evidence indicates that the share system tookfroot the very start of Reconstruction. In
November of that year, Flood, the Shreveport agested that most freedmen in his district
worked on shares. Charles Miller in Natchitochesereed complaints early in 1867 from
various freedmen who did not receive the shareeaigupon for the year past. Montfort Wells,
the brother of Louisiana’s governor and one ofléingest planters in Rapides, also contracted
on shares with his laborers, although in this pasisch an arrangement was still the exception,

with a minority of the plantations adopting thetgsys. In Bienville, in August and September

0 Css, 39-1, HOR. Ex. 1, 47; ‘July 14, 1865, Newe@rls, Freedmen’s Bureau Headquarters, Circular 2,
Rights of Freedmemndrew Johnson: ‘First Annual Message, Decembhelr865,” Gerhard Peters and John T.
Woolley, The American Presidency Projebttp://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=29506.

I Css, 39-1, Sen. Ex. 2, 23.

%20n the development of sharecropping in the Sonthits implications see: Ransom and Su@he Kind of
Freedom Ralph Shlomowitz, “The Origins of Southern Shaopping,” Agricultural History: The Quarterly
Journal of the Agricultural History SocieBB, no. 3 (1979): 557-75.
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of 1866, an unnamed agent intervened in a few tBspwhere the “written contract was
informal and illegal,” requiring the freedpeopledo any and all work the planter required
without stating their recompense. In all these sa$®e agent formalized the agreement
guaranteeing the laborers a share of the ¢18y. 1867 and 1868, the system had become
ubiquitous throughout the region. Bureau officeronf Winn, Rapides, Bienville,
Natchitoches, and Shreveport reported all or mestdimen to be working on the basis of
shares?

John C. Rodrigue has shown that the freedpeoplthensugar planting areas of
Southern Louisiana succeeded, with support of treedmen’s Bureau, in negotiating a
relatively advantageous wage labor system. Thigiged them with a reasonable income and
relative autonomy in the first decades following agwipation. Rodrigue’s argument
contradicts Ralph Shlomowitz’s claim that shareping “represented, in large measure, a
convergence of the interests of planters and freedhin fact, sharecropping arrangements
that developed in the cotton growing areas, sudch@®&ed River Valley, had less to offer the
black population than cash wages, both in termsmaterial rewards and substantive
freedoms® The freedpeople themselves readily perceived theardages of “stipulated
monthly wages” and Bureau agents advised them miraxd for monthly pay rather than
shares whenever possible, “as there is less opptrtior embesslement [sic.] if planter is so
disposed.” After crop failures in 1866 and 1867rdegul planters of the ready cash needed to
pay monthly wages, Bureau agents conceded thaeé@baping remained the only viable

option, even if they believed it detrimental to fheedpeoplé&®

% ‘November 30, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to Hayd®&RA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 384; ‘20
January, 1867, Natchitoches, Miller, trimonthly selg NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frame 627; ‘Mar23,
1866, Wellswood, Wells to Butler,” NARA, RG 105, BIA5, reel 53, frame 354; ‘Cases of differences betw
freedmen and their employers left to the decisibthe agent of the Bureau, [entries for August AGgust 17,
September 14]," NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 102, femml69-170; ‘Butler, Inspection Report for February
1866," and ‘Butler, Inspection Report for March 886NARA, RG 105, M1027, reel 28, frames 181, 462.

% January 10, 1867, Alexandria, Williams to SteginNARA, RG 105, M1027, reel 27, frame 685; ‘Janua
31, 1868, Alexandria, Butrick to Warren,” NARA, R®5, M1905, reel 52, frame 494; ‘January 10, 1868,
Montgomery, White - trimonthly report,” NARA, RG 30 M1905, reel 89, frame 396; ‘31 January, 1868,
Natchitoches, Miller, trimonthly report,” NARA, RG05, M1905, reel 91, frame 718; ‘January 31, 1868,
Shreveport, Monroe, trimonthly report,” NARA, RG3,0M1905, reel 100, frame 41&he sources generally do
not provide enough detail to determine whetherdhmsangements involved sharecropping, share tgnanc
share wages as distinguished by Ransom and SbiehKind of Freedon®0-92.

% Rodrigue,Reconstruction in the Cane FiejdRodrigue, “Bureau and Wage Labor,” 201-204, 202:Ralph
Shlomowitz, “Bound’ or ‘Free’? Black Labor in Cott and Sugarcane Farming, 1865-188he Journal of
Southern Historp0, no. 4 (1984): 596.

% ‘February 29, 1868, Sparta, Schayer to Warrenaréh, 10, 1868, Sparta, Schayer to Warren,” ande'B0,
1868, Sparta, Bean to Chase,” NARA, RG 105, M1966&l 102, frames 6, 9, 28; ‘January 20, 1868, Stpe,
Monroe to Lee,” and ‘January 31, 1868, Shrevepdanroe to Lee,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, fregn
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Labor conditions in northwestern Louisiana had hswen abysmal reputation
throughout the state, that when Caddo and Bossaigshes experienced an acute shortage of
labor in early 1868 freedmen from Concordia refuseccome up the Red River, despite
widespread unemployment in that parféin Rapides, labor was available, but planters
refused to offer any contracts, hoping to force ftieedpeople to accept lower wages. Only
when agents from other parishes, mostly in the rsuggion, came north to snatch up the
surplus labor did planters hire freedpeople forghsuing year. In one case, the Bureau agent
in Alexandria sent 200 laborers to Lafourche Patesielp break a strike, because, as the
local Bureau agent put it, “the negroes in thistisachave been enormously misled and
demand enormous wages & refuse to enter into auintedtogether®

Sharecropping entailed three distinct risks fa fifteedpeople. First, as planters often
advanced them their rations, clothing and otheessities throughout the year, a poor crop
could easily leave the laborer with little or nsleaor even indebted to his employer, at the
end of the year. Second planters, who controlledstile of the crop, often defrauded their
laborers, by refusing to pay their share under spragxt or another. Finally, and particularly
in the northernmost parishes, planters routinebonted to violence against their laborers.
They drove the freedpeople from the plantation aheework was completed, leaving them
not only without their rightful wages, but also tiege and homeless.

Both freedpeople working for wages as those omeshasked finding themselves
indebted to the planters they worked for at the ehthe year for advances made. Those
working on shares, however, faced the additioreld df losing their entire income due to
floods, drought or cotton worm, leaving them witbthing at year’'s end but an unpaid bill.
Moreover, those on wages often received part daf thages each month, allowing them to
purchase provisions for cash, rather than on expesedit. Those working on shares, on the
other hand, found themselves at the mercy of planteho did not hesitate to take advantage
of the freedpeople’s lack of education and experen doing business. Bureau agents often
found it impossible to dispute the accounts kepplayters and one agent even accused his

413, 414; 'February 20, 1868, Natchitoches, Miltemonthly report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel Sftame
728.

" ‘February 10, 1868, Shreveport, Monroe to Warrand ‘February 29, 1868. Shreveport, Monroe to \&fatr
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frames 415, 417.

% January 30, 1868, Alexandria, Buttrick to WartéARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frame 494; ‘Januad
1868, Thibodeaux, Sterling to Buttrick,” ‘January 1868, Thibodeaux, Gaude to Sterling,” and ‘Jayuéf,
1868, New Orleans, Warren to Buttrick,” NARA, RG51M1905, reel 53, frames 253, 255, 264.
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colleagues of taking bribes from planters in retimmadjudicating disputes in their favor. The
Bureau records reveal numerous complaints fromdfreeple for non-payment of wages,
where on investigation the agent found that thedpeople actually owed their employers
money.Laborers who found themselves destitute after ngilfor a year were naturally

distraught, and even when they “acknowledge thay thwe the farmers what is charged
against them, they seem to think that they shoalasome money coming therii.”

Freedmen’s Bureau agents often blamed the fre@tgseqenury on their supposed
extravagance, rather than on the inherently urdgstem under which they worked. Even
though Delos W. White in Winn Parish realized tla#iorers’ indebtedness resulted from “the
failure of the cotton crop (with which they expett® pay their debts),” he nevertheless
concluded that “the great fault with all is thextravagance.” In Natchitoches, James Cromie,
sub-assistant commissioner for the fourth distrighorted in the summer of 1867 that those
working for shares “lost all from the overflow”. $isubordinate, Charles Miller, responsible
for the Natchitoches office, nevertheless consii¢he main problem to be that the laborers
“have lived very extravagantly and their advancesind) the present year exceed their
shares.*

This ‘root, hog or die’ attitude reflected agenft€e labor conviction that, as Foner
puts it, “participation in the marketplace honeddh very qualities that distinguished
northern labor from that of the slave — efficiengyroductivity, industriousness.” This
ideology pervaded the Bureau throughout the RederRWalley and agents feared the
potential disorder that might result from the freedple’s unrealistic expectations of
receiving land from the government. In 1867, SWaliams, the agent in Alexandria, harshly
criticized William B. Phillips, an aspiring youngeRublican politician, for “having misguided
the colored people by deceiving promises” includifogty acres land, two horses and faring

implements, also one hundred dollars in cash.” ddgent immediately visited the areas where

%9 January 20, 1867, Shreveport, Flood to SterliN\RA, RG 105, M1027, reel 27, frame 772; ‘Septemb@r
1868, Sparta, Bean to Warren,’ ‘Daily Journal osBwess [entry for May 12, 1867]," and ‘Bienville @tster of
Complaints [entry for September 8, 1867]," NARA, RG5, M1905, reel 102, frames 36, 248, 257; ‘Ap#l
1867, Smith to Williams,” and ‘September 30, 188¥xandria, trimonthly report,’ NARA, RG 105, M1905
reel 53, frame 685, 966; ‘January 14, 1867, Reth®|&McKnight to Cromie,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, re®l,
frame 350; ‘December 31, 1867, Shreveport, Monmokee,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 412; ;
‘Rapides Register of Complaints [entries for Octod®, 1866 and April 3, 1867], NARA, RG 105, M190%el
54, frames 198, 203; ‘October 30, 1867, Montgomegvijte trimonthly report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, fee
89, frame 388.

40«October 30, 1867, Montgomery, White trimonthlypeet,” and ‘December 30, 1867, Montgomery, White,
trimonthly report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 8%afmes 288, 395; ‘July 31, 1867, Natchitoches, Ceotmi
Parker,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 90, frame 61,0tmber 10, 1867, Natchitoches, Miller, trimonthly
report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frame 687.
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Phillips had given speeches to disabuse the freglip®f any such expectations and notified
him to refrain from making promises on behalf of federal government which he could not
possibly deliver orf!

As agent for the Bureau in Bienville, Twitchelwho would go on to become the
Republican leader of Red River Parish and see wifokts family murdered by the White
League - similarly urged planters and laborers dmgromise and cooperate. He issued a
number of circulars emphasizing that, while planteere to treat the blacks as free laborers,
the freedpeople themselves ought not to count ahstrébution of land nor rely on
government charity, but instead should find emplegyimto support themselves. The
conservativeBienville Messengegratefully accepted his support in disciplining thewly
freed labor force and urged its readers to havie émeployees attend a meeting organized by
Twitchell

for the purpose of instructing them in regard tirtiluty toward their employers, and
advise them, for their own good, not to labor urttlerbelief that the government will
give them lands or render them any pecuniary asgist whatever; but as long as
they are able to work they shall earn their livimgtheir own industry, and instruct

them to seek employment for the coming y&ar.

Many Bureau agents combined a sincere empathy thélplight of the freedpeople
with a profoundly held belief in the efficacy oftlfree market. In January 1867, Martin Flood,
the Bureau’s agent in Shreveport, applauded tregptiise of the market when labor shortages
induced higher wages and prevented abusive plafars finding enough hands to work
their land. “It is a source of satisfaction to laNers of justice, to see cases of outrages upon
the freedmen, which could not be reached and pedisly the proper authorities, punished
more severely and surely, by the stern and unbgridims that govern labor and capital in all
free countries®® The same logic, however, precluded agents froerfiering when market
forces increasingly pressured the freedpeople sigming disadvantageous contracts for
shares rather than cash wages.

While Bureau agents did little to prevent planteosn exploiting their advantageous
bargaining position, they did intervene whenevessgae to protect the freedpeople from

“1 Foner, Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil Wa01. ‘September 20, 1867, Alexandria, Williams,
trimonthly report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53afne 963; ‘September 18, 1867, Alexandria, Williaims
Phillips,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frame 601.

*>BM, 65-10-28, 65-11-11, 65-11-25.

43 January 25, 1867, Shreveport, Flood to SterliNARA, RG 105, M1027, reel 27, frame 807.
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outright fraud on the part of their employers, sifiaud undermined the free labor contract
system they sought to promote. In October 1867 &yhite agent for Winn, wrote an
impassioned note to a local justice of the peacasaieg planters of inflating their laborers’
debt, as “chicanery to procure the labor of theedreen free for the ensuing year.” The
freedpeople, “a much more honest class [...] thasgheho are trying to get their labor and
not pay them for it,” placed far too much confideno the honesty of their employers. Two
weeks later, he reported, somewhat optimistic#tigt “the freedpeople have been cheated so
much since the close of the Rebellion that theyk loat for themselves much better than
heretofore.” Without access to the civil courtswkwer, there was little they could do to
procure their rightful due¥.

The scope of fraud is most clearly revealed ia tomplaints registered in the
Bienville Parish office’s ‘Journal of Business’ ligdward W. Dewees between April 1867
and February 186% The very first entry, on April 10, 1867, relatescamplaint by the
freedman Ben Champion. In 1866 Champion furnish@chdnds, who made 19 bales of
cotton and 1040 bushels of corn for planters nakh@dell and Bradwell in Jackson Parish,
who now refused to pay him. Although Dewees toakdbmplaint seriously, there was little
he could do as Jackson lay beyond his jurisdictiah the bureau had no agent stationed there.
In cases within his jurisdiction Dewees had morecsss. He regularly noted securing
payment for freedpeople who came to him for helgldnters still refused to pay up what
they owed, Dewees might call on the military auities, have property seized, or assist the
freedpeople in civil court by entering a suit orittbehalf*®

Complaints increased markedly around late JuneJahd when the planting season
ended, and again from late October through Christratier crops had been harvested. With
relatively little work to be done around the plditta during the summer months, planters
wished to avoid the expense of housing, feeding, @othing idle hands and when it came
time to settle up in the winter they hoped to kaspmuch of the proceeds from the cotton
sold for themselves. They either dismissed themdBawithout pay, or refused them their

share based on trumped up charges and expensestalBerDewees insisted that planters

“October 15, 1867, Montgomery, White Parker,” a® ‘October, 1867, Montgomery, White, trimonthly
report, NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 89, frames 3888.

%5 *Journal of Business, April 1867 — November 1868ARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 102, frames 246-284.
Although Dewees’s successors, Schayer and Beatinged to update the journal through November 1868y
took far less interest in freedpeople’s complaantd their entries mostly concern routine administeamatters.
“%|bid., passim and especially April 10, 1867, Jude 1867, July 7, 1867, frames 246, 248, 251; ‘MAy1867,
Sparta, Dewees to Flood,’ Ibid., frame 91.
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keep hands on for the full year, or at the vergtdee tried to make sure that they received
their rightful wages for time already worked. Ineotypical case, Louis Madry complained in
September 1867 that his employer, A. M. Waller| stied him 60 dollars for his work in
1866. Dewees threatened Wallen with a lawsuit ifrékeised to settle, but the freedman
returned two weeks later complaining that his eiygdoow refused to pay him his share for
the current year, claiming a charge of 100 doffarsboard and washing.” The Bureau agent
promptly voided the bill as the contract stated Wallen was to provide these serviéés.

The following summer, Dewees’s successor, EdwadnBhad a similar experience.
In the summer he reported several cases “in whishl@yers have taken advantage of the
ignorance of the freedmen, to purchase their shadrgee crop for little or nothing,” as well as
cases “in which planters have endeavored to makenibst trivial offense of the freedmen
cause for breaking their contracts with them, aodhetimes without any cause have
endeavored to drive them from their places hopegeaby to possess themselves of the entire
crop.”® In September he found that both planters and raetshtried to sell the crops and
keep the proceeds, despite laborers’ first liewvioked by law*® In Neighboring Natchitoches,
E. H. Hosner received numerous complaints in theram freedpeople turned off on some
pretext or another “now that the crops are madgedins that many employers have recently
discovered that certain laborers would not workyevenpudent, useless, and not to be
endured.” Hosner saw no other explanation, excepfiort among planters “to swindle or
defraud the freedmen out of their just du¥s.”

Although less detailed than the Bienville recordsyegister of complaints from
Alexandria, stretching from the summer of 1866 tgto the spring of 1868, reveals many
similar complaints. As in Bienville, freedpeoplentplained of planters refusing to pay wages
agreed upon, providing insufficient or unwholesomons, firing freedmen for no apparent
reason and without pay.Although agents had little formal power to coeptanters, they

could act on freedpeople’s behalf to ensure themsamably fair treatment within the civil

47+Journal of business [September 16, 1867, Oct8b&B67],’ frames 258, 262.

“8July 31, 1868, Sparta, Bean to Warren,” NARA, R@5, M1905, reel 102, frame 32.

49:September 20, 1868, Sparta, Bean to Warren, ‘8agtember 30, 1868, Sparta, Bean to Hutchins,” NAR
RG 105, M1905, reel 102, frames 37, 38.

0 September 30, 1868, Natchitoches, Hosner to WidriARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 90, frame 658.
*LRegister of Complaints,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, réal, frames 194-232. No such comprehensive redord o
fraudulent dealings has been preserved from otffiees in the Red River Valley, but incidental regs reveal
similar patterns throughout the region, see, iatiar. ‘October 10, 1867, Natchitoches, Miller, tdnthly report,’
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frame 677; ‘June 268, Mansfield, Cary to Flood,” NARA, RG 105, M1905
reel 84, frame 302; ‘January 28, 1867, Shrevepdond to Shastler,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 1@@me
390.

94



3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

courts. Usually the threat of legal action provadwgh to persuade planters to settle amicably,
but sometimes they stubbornly resisted the Bureamftsmal pressure. In October 1866
Richard Anthony complained to the Bureau that mgleyer, Mr. Morris, owed him four
months wages and 19 bushels of corn and at thetsageguest the matter was settled.
Anthony returned in May of 1867 because Morris owaah 80 dollars in wages and 27
dollars for corn and molasses. He promised to paythree months later, Anthony had not
received a dime and this time the agent referredrhtter to a local justice of the peace. The
outcome of this case is not recorded, but in atleae similar case where planters owed over
100 dollars in back wages the agent succeededorupng a judgment for nearly the entire
amount for the freedman involvéd.

While the vast majority of complaints of fraud carfmom freedmen, Bureau agents
did not blindly choose sides in favor of the forns&ves. Whites, particularly in Rapides and
Natchitoches parishes, also requested the Bur@agistance in cases where freedpeople did
not honor their contracts. Even in cases broughblagks, agents might on investigation
decide the complaint to be unfounded. In Alexandsia August 6, 1866, Williams received
three separate complaints from freedpeople clairtorftave been fired without cause. In two
cases there was no proof that the freedpeople vadohad violated their contract and he
ordered the planters to take them back. In the chslannah Biddy, who worked as a cook, it
turned out she had stolen rations and he let $maidsal stand’

Albeit reluctantly, many planters accepted the iatéty role agents might play.
Though many planters disapproved of the Bureau ramciple, they quickly realized that
having its agents adjudicate disputes could proledegimacy in the eyes of the freedpeople,
making an appeal to the Bureau the surest and ekea@y to discipline their labor force.
Shortly after the surrender, Lieutenant L. S. Buttead accused Montfort Wells, the
governor’s brother and a leading conservative vaic®apides, of sending off his former
slaves once the crop was ‘laid by’ in the summée llowing year, however, Wells and his
overseer regularly called on Butler and his suame¥éilliams for assistance in disciplining
their labor force. Generally, such complaints coned laborers who refused to work and
instead lived by stealing and poaching. He reqde®tdliams to visit his plantation “and

look into their conduct and the conduct of seveithlers. | can drive them off but | do not

°2‘Register of Complaints [October 1, 1866, May 867, August 6, 1867, August 26, 1867]' NARA, RG 105
M1905, reel 54, frames 197, 205, 213, 215.

%3 ‘Register of Complaints [August 6, 1866, April B367, May 9, 1867]' NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 54,
frames 196, 203, 205.
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wish to do so. | hope to get them to work againd Amght with your assistance if they were
told by you that they could be taken up as vagrtmey would go to work>

The very success of the Bureau’s contract sysdepended on convincing often
skeptical planters that they could indeed dependmamket forces, rather than physical
coercion, to discipline their labor force. One Rims planter, complaining of carelessness,
indifference and disobedience among his hands,em@tWilliams in Alexandria that he
hoped “a lecturing from you and some friendly adweould be of great advantage to them.”
In Natchitoches, Cromie received a plea from allptanter, who complained that “I have
dealt fairly with them. | have paid them every ckatwe them up to this time and the most of
them their entire wages. | never tried harder tal d&r and satisfy hands and yet they quit
when they please, without any complaint or sayingttaing to me.” A year later, Cromie’s

successor, Hosner, wrote that

a Mr. Fontenot asked me to come to his plantatimwh settle a difference with the

freedmen. The contract, read twice to the freedrgame them one fourth of the corn
crop but they now claimed half. Withesses to canttngere not interested in the matter
and Fontenat has reputation among freedmen andsandtjust man. Thus ordered the

contract complied with and freedmen accepted misitec”

The Bureau had good reasons to attend to suchlamhpy planters, in order to
prove the efficacy of the free labor ideology itpessed. In Bienville, Dewees, who
vigorously defended the freedpeople against abysiadir employers, was clearly angered
when Oliver Sanders contracted with a local justitéhe peace, Mr. Noles, only to abscond
to Natchitoches the next day, after receiving & péris wages in advance. He wrote an
urgent note to his colleague Cromie, asking hinartest and return Sanders, as “something
should be done to make both the planters and freedstand to their agreement.By early
1867, these efforts began to have an effect. Bverconservativélatchitoches Semi-Weekly
Times which until only weeks earlier had staunchly achted replacing black labor in the

South by white immigrants, admitted that the fremajge “are beginning to comprehend at

> ‘Extract from Report of Lieut. L. S. Butler, Asstupt. Of Freedmen, Alexandria, La., July 10, 1865,
Conway,Final Report 22; ‘April 11, 1866, n.p., Wells to Butler,” ‘Apr21, 1866, Wellswood, Calvit to Butler,’
‘May 14, 1866, Wellswood, Calvit and Justin to Bufl and ‘July 20, 1866, n.p., Wells to William$yARA,
RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frames 360, 368, 393, 440.

%5‘October 25, 1866, Holt Plantation, Hutches toliaihs,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frame 531;dM
14, 1867, Henelworth Plantation, Chapman to CrorhiARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frame 434, ‘Septamnb
20, 1868, Natchitoches, Hosner to Warren,” NARA, Ris, M1905, reel 90, frame 653.

*‘January 4, 1867, Sparta, Dewees to Cromie,” NARSG, 105, M1905, reel 91," frame 344.
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last that freedom does not by any means imply eipation from the necessity of labor, and
a glimmering idea of thrift and of moral responkipiseems to be dawning upon their dull
intellects.””

While planters appealed to the Bureau’s authanityen it appeared in their interest,
they did so reluctantly and often intimated thaytimuch preferred more ‘traditional’ means
of controlling the black labor force. Since the &am itself made that impossible, or at least
difficult, planters turned to its agents as the tnleast alternative. Planters’ deference to
Bureau authority thus remained conditional at blesbne instance a planter simply informed
an agent that he had had to run an employee ofpld@ation for insubordination. In other
cases, planters accompanied a request for assstatica threat to “take the law in my own
hands” if the agents efforts proved insufficienuasuccessful®

What such a threat might entail becomes clear ameeturn our attention to the
northern part of the Red River region. Althoughletee and the threat of violence pervaded
the entire area, there was a marked differencedstwhe downriver parishes of Natchitoches
and Rapides and the upriver parishes of Caddo,i@&p$3eSoto, and Winn, with Bienville
falling somewhere in between. In the former, plesmtgere willing to at least try the contract
system. Although fraud was endemic in these pasistued planters might attempt to dismiss
their laborers for no good reason, they generauesced in Bureau agents’ judgments and
did not routinely resort to violence against thegimployees. Upriver, however, Bureau records
teem with references to freedpeople being whipsdeht, beaten, and driven from the
plantation at gunpoint.

In these parishes, whites attempted to restorie doeninant position through force.
While in 1868 violence would take on more overtblifical tones, in the first years it was
directed mostly at reestablishing economic andasombntrol over the former slaves. In
December of 1865, just six months after the sueenéiKirby-Smith in Shreveport, the agent
in that city reported that “the militia organizadthe parishes of Caddo and Bossier [...] are
now going through the parishes above and thereimnutiing gross and outrages

depredations upon freedmen.” They not only systiealft confiscated their arms, but also

> NT, 67-01-09, 67-01-19, 67-02-13.
*8 ‘November 19, 1866, Cedar Grove, Milly to Williafhgnd ‘March 21, 1867, Holt Plantation, Wells to
Williams,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frames 5&b3.
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committed flagrant acts of highway robbery, in omase taking “by force [...] thirty-five
dollars from a freedmar?

By the summer of 1866 violence had become comnagephnd the Bureau struggled
to maintain its authority. Flood, the Shreveporertg began a register of complaints in June
of 1866 and recorded abuses on a nearly daily .b&ise planter drove an elderly
freedwoman from his place because she claimed fhigsically unable to plough and asked
him to be allowed to hoe the fields instead. Shklheen on the place since Christmas and he
paid her only ten dollars for six months work. Dogef freedpeople, from Caddo, Bossier,
and especially DeSoto parishes similarly reporteiddpwhipped and beaten or driven off the
land without recompense for minor infractions or fm apparent reason at all. One planter
blandly refused to acknowledge the reality of enfzateon and stated “he should continue to
whip his hands when he chose to do so.” On Williayer's plantation, the overseer Cloy
Holt felt the same way. He hit one freedwoman dkerhead with a stick, threatened to slash
a freedman’s throat and gave another six or seagek for failing to properly measure a
cotton stalk. Even when an employer did not malthéslaborers himself, freedpeople could
not expect protection from violence. A freedmanthg name of Walker reported being
whipped with a hickory stick by a neighboring plménd then beaten senseless with a fence
railing by a white employee of the plantation. ldparted these incidents to his employer, Dr.
Cary, who replied simply that “that was good fomhf*°

Only the presence of US soldiers allowed the Bumagent for Bossier and Caddo to
restore order. By the end of 1866, he could reghat

the feeling existing between the freedmen and wHite] is rapidly approaching the
condition desired by the government. The changa igeat one from [slavery] to
citizenship. The entire public sentiment of a coyioes not change in a day, it may
in a year. A very great change has taken place dast June in the public mind with

regard to the freedmen.

Although both freedpeople and whites as yet had“antindistinct idea of the rules that
govern free labor,” Flood believed that the racemil learn to cooperate based on their
mutual economic interests. Despite the flare-uppdaftical violence surrounding the 1868

elections, the Shreveport agent continued to repuprovements in relations between

%9 ‘December 22, 1865, Shreveport, Horrigan to FEMWARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 376.
%0 ‘Register of Complaints, June — September 1868RN, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frames 760-806, passi
and especially frames 768, 777, 786, 793.
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freedpeople and planters, as the latter “learrs iinitheir interest to treat them fairly and
kindly.”®*

Not all Bureau agents, however, succeeded equaly in enforcing the contract
system. In May of 1867, the agent in Bienville yeld reports from Winn that “the citizens
compel [the freedpeople] to work, whip them at thaleasure, refuse to pay them, and
threaten to shoot them if they report them.” Thatnaonth, Delos White established a
Bureau office in the parish. Initially he succeededalming the tempers and within a year
“the little feeling that existed between the whitesd the freedmen [....] has greatly
diminished, and now there seems to be the begtetinfys and the freedmen by their industry
and good character have done much towards doing awth the ill feelings.” By August of
1868, White continued to report good feelings betwihe races and successful establishment
of a freedmen’s school. But in the violence thatomespanied the November 1868 elections
the school was broken up by angry whites and whagrpss White had achieved quickly
collapsed in the face of renewed violence. By the @& the year, following the murder of one
of Winn’'s leading black Republicans and threatsiresiahis own life, White had fled the
Parish®

Nowhere, however, did the Freedmen’s Bureau far@aorly as it did in DeSoto.
Local whites blatantly disregarded the Bureau’'sarty and abused the freedmen with near
impunity. In June 1866 Flood reported that

continual complaint is being made to this Bureaufi@gedmen from the parish of
DeSoto. | have done all | could to remedy thoséngrevils and [...] defiance of the
US authority, for | consider it to be such, by atjpm of the whites of that parish. It is
so far removed from this office, that it is impdssito effectually reach them under

the present arrangement of the troops.

He insisted that only with cavalry and temporaryrtra&law might the federal government
restore order and allow the Bureau to resume fanictg in that parish. Meanwhile, “in case
the freedmen become dissatisfied with their empfj®m violation of contracts on the part

of the whites and leave contracts made by themsé¢hay are pursued by armed parties who

®1 ‘November 30, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to Haydemd ‘December 10, 1868, Shreveport, Monroe to
Hutchinson,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, fran38s}, 436.’

®2‘May 10, 1867, Sparta, Dewees to Flood,” NARA, RG5, M1905, reel 91, frame 91; ‘March 10, 1868,
Montgomery, White to Warren,” and ‘August 31, 1888pntgomery, White to Warren,” NARA, RG 105,
M1905, reel 89, frames 400, 422; CSS, 41-2, HORscM154, part 1, 432-434; ‘December 10, 1868, Gaiho
Plantation, White to Lee,’ CSS, 41-1, HOR. Misc, 3Q.
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force them back and by whipping compel them to whmk them.” Two years later the
situation had hardly improved and the local ageynhmglained that without a permanent
military presence to enforce his rulings he wasnsidered a mere humbug in the estimation
of the planters of this parisf*

The violence in Winn and DeSoto resulted in peoinf geography, as these parishes
were relatively inaccessible by water and far reetbfrom army posts. DeSoto, moreover,
lay on the border with Texas where conditions wérg@ossible, worse. Flood reported in
June of 1866 that an armed party came from thehbeigng state to DeSoto and forcefully
kidnapped a number of freedpeople. Six months ,ldter reported rumors that planters
patrolled the state line to prevent freedpeopleifig to Louisiana because “the treatment of
these people has been such in north-eastern Texptht they are trying to escape as they
would from death.” The violence and anarchy in neaistern Texas easily spilled over into
DeSoto, while the state line provided perpetratoith an easy avenue of escape, making
infantry forces even less effective than they walsewher&? The experience of DeSoto and
of Winn prior to White’s arrival provide an indidah as to what the situation for freedpeople
might have been like throughout much of the ruralt8 in the absence of the Bureau. It
shows that despite the moderate aims of agentshandimited resources, they protected the
freedpeople from the worst exploitation by plantarsl provided a framework for a labor
market that, however imperfect, proved a substhntigorovement over the virtual

reestablishment of slavery envisioned by Southdrites.

The Law of the Land

One of the central tasks of Bureau agents, acoprtinCommissioner Howard, involved

“obtaining recognition of the negro as a man indgtefchattel before the civil and criminal

courts.® Local agents often succeeded in arranging a swtie of labor disputes between

freedpeople and planters by using a combinatiopeo$uasion, moral authority, an appeal to

parties’ best interests, and the threat of seifunecessary. If push came to shove, however,

®3«June 20, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to Hayden,” NARS 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 377; ‘July 31,3,86
Mansfield, Cary to Flood,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, &4, frame 311.

% June 20, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to Hayden,” NARRG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 377; ‘January 10,
1867, Shreveport, Flood to Sterling,” NARA, RG 1081027, reel 27, frame 719; December 31, 1866,
Shreveport, Flood to Sterling,” NARA, RG 105, M190&el 100, frame 380.

% Quoted in John M. Bickers, “Power to Do What Masify Must Be Done: Congress, the Freedmen’s Byreau
and Constitutional Imagination, TheRoger Williams University Law Reviel2, no. 70 (2006 2007): 92.
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the Bureau mostly lacked the authority as well theans to enforce its decisions.
Occasionally an agent might seize a planter’'s ptgpbut more often he would refer cases
that he could not settle amicably to the local tuin civil suits, Bureau agents had some
success in assisting the freedpeople and usingittiermal influence to obtain a measure of
justice for them. In cases involving violence atideo criminal offenses, however, the Bureau
had far more difficulty in enforcing equal justioca behalf of the freedpeople.

Like the initial plans for widespread land reforthe Bureau initially pursued an
ambitious and quite radical course in securinggadior the freedpeople. On May 30, 1865,
Howard issued a circular setting forth the basitesuand regulations for the recently
established Bureau. Section VII explicitly authedzofficers of the Bureau to adjudicate “all
difficulties arising between negroes themselved)aiween negroes and whites.” But, just as
land redistribution had depended on ‘such titledte as the United States can convey,’ so
Howard limited the Bureau tribunals to such “plasd®re there is an interruption of civil law,
or in which local courts, by reason of old codes][disregard the negro’s right to justice
before the laws, in not allowing him to give testimy.”® In Louisiana, as elsewhere in the
South, Assistant Commissioner Conway initially iggw these formal limitations and
instructed his agents to try any cases involvirecks in case civil authorities denied them
substantive justic®’

Johnson and his conservative allies soon mad&air ¢hat the Bureau might only
intervene where the law formally discriminated betw whites and blacks. As a result, the
Bureau had no authority to organize tribunals iruis@na, where free blacks had been
allowed to testify even before the Civil War, avdage now theoretically extended to all
blacks in the state. As early as September, inorespto the Weems case, General Edward

Canby wrote the commander of the Western Distfitionisiana, that

neither the law, the regulations of the Freedm@nieau, nor military orders warrant
any interference with the criminal process of thl courts of the states if they

confine themselves to their appropriate and lag@dliction and in the administration

% ‘May 30, 1868, Washington, DC, Howard, Circular.Nigy' in Paul A. CimbalaThe Freedmen’s Bureau:
Reconstructing the American South After the Cidl {Walabar: Krieger Publishing, 2005), 121.

%" Donald G. NiemariTo Set the Law in MotianThe Freedmen’s Bureau and the Legal Rights o€l&lia1865-
1868(New York: Millwood, 1979), 8.

101



3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

of justice secure to the negroes equal rights thighwhites under the laws of the state,

as modified by the laws of the united States ardPitesident’s proclamatioffs.

In his last days as assistant commissioner, Coratteynpted to compromise with
Johnson’s demands by instructing agents to allses<#o be tried by civil officers who had
shown “by his proceedings that he is disposed &b dg justly with freedmen as with white
persons [...] The cooperation of such officers assiather than retards the work of the
Bureau.” Agents however retained the right to véee, not only if civil authorities denied
black testimony, but also when “by reason of oldeor disregard of new ones, impartial
justice is denied on account of the color of thespe applying for it.” This broad language
allowed the Bureau officers ample wiggle room totect the freedpeople not only from
explicitly discriminatory laws, but from what DowlaNieman has termed the “discriminatory
administration of justice.” Nevertheless, even un@®nway’s lenient interpretation, a
shortage in both quantity and quality of manpowampered the implementation of his
policies in the thinly populated rural areas of stete®

On taking over from Conway, Fullerton quickly part end to what limited judicial
authority the Bureau had. In his address to thediteen he informed them that they now
might “sue and obtain justice in the state couwatspther freedmen did when you were in a
state of slavery.” With no formal discriminatoryagites in place, the Bureau had fulfilled its
mission to “protect you when you were debarred fittvn benefit of the law.” He formally
promulgated his new policy ten days later, in &uar to all agents in Louisiana, which
stated that “no legal disabilities rest on [theettmen] due to color. They may sue and be sued
in all tribunals.”

Fullerton ordered “courts of any description ebshied by officers of this Bureau in
Louisiana [to] be abolished.” Although Bureau agemtight still act as attorney or amicus
curiae for freedpeople before the civil courts,ythveere to refrain from making arrests or
otherwise interfering with judicial processes. Oimlycases where courts refused to “offer
relief or take notice” of outrages against freedymaight agents report the case to the nearest
military commander who then might make an arrest.at$éo warned the freedpeople to “not
take it for granted that the courts will not prdtéecem in their rights, if, in some cases,
immediate hearing or justice is not obtained. Takays of the law are proverbial. Judges and

%8 :September 23, 1865, New Orleans, Canby to Hawk&RA, RG 393, part 1, entry 1783, vol. 79.
%9 Nieman,To Set the Law in Motior8, 11-17.; ‘September 23, 1865, New Orleans, Gym\Circular 15,’
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frame 920.
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juries are not infallible. Where wrong decisions/éndbeen made, appeals can be taken or
other legal remedies obtaine.Considering the pace at which the military was dilizing
itself, however, the army lacked the time or thenpwaver to effectively police race relations
in the South and legal appeals often proved beybadneans of the poor and uneducated
freedpeople.

Fullerton hoped that civil officers would act “flys and temperately” towards the
freedmen, reminding them that “civil tribunals cahsuffer from being just to all men.” In
that case “there will no longer be cause or prefextmilitary interference in such civil
matters.” Few reports remain from local agents ftam period, but those that do show that
while local agents were willing to try the new gyst many remained decidedly skeptical.
Twitchell in Bienville reported a “decided increase difficulties between the races “since
publication of circular 24.” He tried to be prese&rienever freedpeople brought a case before
the local magistrate, but this was not always bssin Shreveport, D. H. Reese informed
the DeSoto provost marshal that he was “perfectlyjngy civil courts should try cases, even
for violating contracts, if they admit the validity the contracts,” but if during civil trials “the
legality of the contract is made a question my mpiris that provost courts will have to be
established agair™®

The following year, alarmed by continuing repartoutrages against freedpeople, the
Bureau attempted to reclaim some of its judicidaharity. In July, General Grant authorized
the military to arrest anyone suspected of violesg&inst a Bureau agent or any other citizen
where civil courts failed to act. In November, GeeSheridan, then in command of the
Bureau in Louisiana, issued a circular based os dnder, instructing agents in “cases of
murder or extreme cruelty committed on freedmergr@tihe civil authorities neglect to take
action [to] call upon the nearest military commanfie a sufficient force to arrest the party
or parties committing the outrage.” The small numidfetroops, and the almost entire lack of
cavalry, took much of the bite out of these measufgents were to send anyone thus
arrested to New Orleans, to be tried before thg tederal court in the state. In practice, the

0*October 30, 1865, New Orleans, Fullerton, Circu4,” NARA, RG 105, M1027, reel 26 [frame number
illegible]; ‘November 4, 1865, Shreveport, Reesdiarsh,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 369.

" ‘October 30, 1865, New Orleans, Fullerton, Circi24; ‘December 30, 1865, Twitchell to Baird,” NAR

RG 105, M1027, reel 13, frame 225; ‘November 285 &hreveport, Reese to MacPherson,” NARA, RG 105,
M1905, reel 100, frame 372.
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Bureau lacked the means to provide transportatiand-presumably the guards needed — for
such a trip’?

Around the same time, Howard attempted to reiedBatreau courts. These tribunals
would consist of three judges; a representativecset by the whites of the parish, one by the
blacks and the agent himself the third member. &tiBsunals would try smaller cases and
turn larger ones over to either the civil authestior the military. President Johnson did not
approve of such an expansion of Bureau authoritytoward, rather than ordering assistant
commissioners to establish such courts, merely peanthem to do so. Only in South
Carolina, Florida and Arkansas was the projectngtted at all. Even there, Bureau courts
proved short lived, with Johnson quickly putting end to them following thdx-parte
Milligan decision by the Supreme Col(ft.

When William H. Wood, a lieutenant colonel whodfly headed Louisiana’s Bureau
in December 1867, issued instructions regardingutiieial powers of local agents, he in fact
merely summarized the status quo as it had developwe than a year earlier. Agents were
to try and effect amicable settlements of all mioomplaints and disputes, but were “not
empowered to make final disposition” of any casegnizable by civil authorities. If no
settlement could be reached, they would have & tbe case to the local courts, “and should
the exigencies of the case demand it, they willeap@s the freedmen’s friend, or attorney.”
In disagreements over payment, the agents werettbop the same courts for a seizure of
crops and property, “as may be required to secwedreedmen their just dues.” Only in the
face of “clear and positive” evidence that “the ICRourts have failed or refused to take
action,” might the agents seize and hold cropsheir bwn authority. Agents might still call
on military authorities in cases of outrages oredigeople, but only if “the civil Authorities
have failed, or have refused to perform their dugis the law directs’

Despite their limited formal powers, local ageinegjuently succeed in getting at least
a modicum of justice for the freedpeople in civgmltes. In March 1866, General Sheridan
informed Oregon Senator and future Attorney Gen8edrge H. Williams that the Bureau in
Louisiana, despite its limited powers, succeededorioviding “a feeling of security to

freedmen, by looking after and advocating theiefiests.*?Although actual interference by

2‘November 23, 1866, Hayden, Circular 12, NARA, RG5, M1905, reel 53, frame 912; Niemai, Set the
Law in Motion 14142,

" Ibid., 144-147.

" ‘December 9, 1867, Wood, Circular 18’ in Cimba&constructing the American Soutl65-167.

75131 March, 1866, New Orleans, Sheridan to Williarheridan Papers, Reel 2, frame 314.
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the military was unlikely, agents used the thrdahoreased federal interference, as well as
their authority to personally seize crops and priypié necessary, to pressure civil authorities
into granting a fair hearing to the blacks at lesmine of the time. Moreover, they could
pressure planters into making an amicable settlematmer than risking a potentially costly,
time consuming, and embarrassing court case.

Most times, such pressure remained implicit, butJuly 1866 Flood explicitly
threatened a Bossier justice of the peace withtanyliinterference if he did not attend to the
complaint of an unnamed freedman that a man namaekkdn refused to pay him for five
months work. Flood “respectfully” reminded the nsmate that “nothing will so much injure
the present good feeling existing between the gowent and this state as any resort to the
military at this time in adjusting cases like tHmwe.” A year later in Bienville, Dewees also
had to call on military authorities to ensure atehman paid a freedman for having rented his
wagon and a team of hors@scasionally, civil and military authorities migéten cooperate,
as in a case of assault and battery against anfi@@drom Rapides. The victim reported the
incident to the Freedmen’s Bureau officer, who eaduhat the court issued a warrant under
the authority of which the military forces effectad arrest and turned the suspect over to the
civil authorities’®

In cases involving civil disputes and minor prdpecrimes, Bureau agents usually
urged the parties involved to reach an amicabligesatnt. If that failed, they could petition
the civil authorities to issue a writ of provisids&izure to protect the freedpeople’s interests.
In Natchitoches, in early 1868, the agent recordederal instances in which the court
complied with such a request after planters hachddr@ed the plantation or merchants had
taken the crop before settlement was made wittetherers’’

Around the same time the conservative judge WLavis excluded seed cane from
such a writ in a case involving around $18,000 eges owed to the freedmen on A. B.
Compton’s estate. Since the exclusion effectivellifred the order, Assistant Sub-Assistant
Commissioner Buttrick wrote to New Orleans to confiwhether he might seize said seed
cane on his own authority, as he considered itdsedn which the Civil authorities have

refused to do justice of the freedpeople, as inigossible to say what could be seized on a

©July 3, 1866, Flood to Kelly,” NARA, RG 105, M180reel 100, frame 378; ‘Journal of Business [July
1868]," NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 102, frame 25Rufust 17, 1867, Alexandria, Williams, trimonthly
report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frame 956.

" ‘Register of Complaints [January 4, 1868, Janu#ryl868],” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 92, frames 169
170.
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plantation apart from the crop if seed cane cahiitte Bureau’s attorney found ambiguities
in Louisiana law, to which the agents actions ltadanform. He advised Buttrick to seize the
seed cane only if it was part of last year's crop to make a formal exception to Lewis’s
decision as to allow an appeal to the state Supf@owet. By time these instructions reached
Buttrick, however, he had already informed the adenthe estate, T. A. Hyams, that he
would seize the seed cane if necessary. This thradt prompted Hyams to make an
immediate settlement with the freedmen’s attorrayyiating the need for the seizure and
rendering the legal question mdbt.

In criminal matters, particularly those involvingplence by whites against blacks,
Bureau agents had far less informal leverage. Té¢myld do little more than refer the
complaint to civil authorities and monitor the sefpgent outcome. Usually they would report
the incident to a local justice of the peace, whightnissue an arrest warrant and hold a
preliminary hearing. If he found sufficient cause the complaint, the justice would then
place the suspect under bond to appear at theterextof the district court, which convened
in each parish twice a year. They also might béveddefendant to keep the peace. Those who
could not afford to post a bond, usually black ddBnts, would be confined in the parish jail
for weeks or months until the district judge ardua the parish.

In theory, the passage of the Reconstruction Adlarch of 1867 placed the civil
courts of Louisiana under military supervision. @i exceptional cases, however, might a
suspect be taken to New Orleans for trial by mijitaommission. One such case resulted
from the murder on June 3, 1867, in Natchitochésh® prominent white Republican Cyrus
W. Stauffer. The main suspect, John T. Jones, bumkde his escape to Texas after a deputy
sheriff refused to arrest him. But his accomplieesl brothers, one of them a former state
supreme court judge, were confined in the parigh Pasominent Natchitoches Republicans,
including Bureau agent Cromie, immediately got uletger writing campaign to have them
tried by the military, fearing that “these men weither escape or be acquitted” in a parish
where three quarters of the grand jurors were t8ceisenfranchised whites. In a letter to
General Sheridan, state Attorney General B. L. byna friend of Stauffer, listed the

numerous difficulties which such a trial beforeilciauthorities in northwestern Louisiana

"8 February 18, 1868, Alexandria, Buttrick to Warfeand ‘February 22, 1868, Alexandria, ButtrickWarren,’
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frames 486-488; ‘Felyy 24, 1868, New Orleans, Boyd to Warren,” NARA,
RG 105, M1905, reel 53, frame 291.
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confronted’® Only a trial by military commission had a chandénnging the murderers to

justice, owing to

the laxity and inefficiency with which the crimingaws of the state are now
administered in many of the parishes on Red Rijer} the demoralization and

lawlessness of jurors in this parish; the corruptimd tricks resorted to in selecting
them at communal trials; the social and pecuniafipénce brought to bear on them
by influential and well to do offenders; the fedr the vengeance by desperate
criminals; the poverty and isolation of the widow the deceased and [his] well

known uncompromising principles of loyalty and déeo to the governmerit.

Governor Flanders also endorsed the request, mnime 20 Sheridan ordered both
men transferred to military custody and by the ehthe month they passed by Alexandria en
route to New Orleans, eliciting the outrage of tlmuisiana Democras editor. The third
brother remained in Texas, while a fourth man icgikd in the murder succeeded in
escaping from the parish jail a few days |&teEven such a limited success, however, was an
exception. The vast majority of victims of whiteoddnce and intimidation, particularly the
freedpeople, lacked the social and political cotinas of Stauffer to influence the military
authority. They remained dependent on the civiharities for whatever justice they might
hope to receive.

No records remain from any of the district cowftshe Red River area for these years,
but a report from the Bureau’s state headquarterew Orleans in March 1867 clearly
reveals that blacks could expect little protecticom the courts. The Bureau had records on
eighty cases of freedpeople murdered by whites amdxadditional 210 whipped, shot or
assaulted. “In not a single of foregoing cases wasghite man punished for killing or ill-
treating a freedman,” though a few remained ingaihiting trial. “The majority have either
been justified by a coroner’s jury, acquitted, dmétted to bail.” In the northwestern portion
of the state, in particular, “many murders and agis have been committed which will never

«June 5, 1867, Bullard to sheriff, Chaplin, Breate, and Chaplin Papers, Mss. 952, 967, 1028, LCMV
[Hereinafter: Chaplin Papers], box 2, folder 2;idul8, 1867, New Orleans, Flanders to SheridanRNARG
393, part 1, entry 4498, box 2; ‘June 10, 1867 chitiches, Martin et al. to Flanders,’ enclosedbid.; ‘May
28, 1867, Natchitoches, Stauffer to Lynch,’ enatbse'June 8, 1867, New Orleans, Jenkins to LynBlARA,
RG 393, part 1, entry 4575, box 3; ‘ ‘June 20, 186&w Orleans, Hartsuff to Mower,” NARA, RG 393,p3,
entry 287, box 1.

8 June 18, 1867, New Orleans, Lynch to Sheridangl@sed in ‘June 18, New Orleans, Flanders to Shari
NARA, RG 393, part 1, entry 4498, box 2.

81D, 67-07-03; ‘June 22, 1867, Natchitoches, Fesgnsto Roberts,” NARA, 393, part 1, entry 4575, lx
‘July 2, 1867, Natchitoches, Cromie to Parker,” NQRRG 105, M1905, reel 90, frame 56.
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be brought to light and it is thought the aggregatmber of murders given above would be
more than doubled had all the cases been repartiae agents of the Burealf.”

In August of 1866, N. B. Blanton, The Bureau’s rgior Bienville, had similarly
reported that

Cruelties of all kinds inflicted on the Freedmem greatly on the increase in the
Parish. Complaints are made almost daily of beatwvigpping and tuning them off

without pay and in nearly every case their lives threatened if they should dare to
report the matter to me, very many cases of crustynot reported, having hunted
them up myself, and hear of many more not yet itiyaed. Public opinion is against
enforcing the laws against the whites for the miide of the colored people and the
whipping and beating of a colored man or womaroissiered as no offence worthy

of notice

Freedpeople reported being severely beaten for soictor offenses as playing cards,
allegedly stealing a chicken, or simply, in the dsopof Nelson King, to “teach us we are not
[free], that we must pick our master and mistresklave with them and get a pass every time
we leave home. They said they would not allow blpekple to leave off to the places, that |
must select my master and live in his yard for gztion.”?

Not only did many cases remain entirely unrepgrtied judicial process also offered
whites numerous opportunities to prevent their esmever coming before the district court,
despite agents’ best efforts. In some cases, def@adought out a sympathetic justice of the
peace even before a Bureau agent could get invaweldconfessed to their offense while
pleading extenuating circumstances. Once the mmatgshad either acquitted the perpetrator
or sentenced him to a symbolic fine, the principlelouble jeopardyprecluded any further
action before a justice’s court. In Shreveport, iftstance, after a man named Rayburn shot
and killed the freedman Tom Ford, the killer imnaely went to the local justice to make “a
voluntary statement which was corroborated by the fhen who were with him, claiming
that he killed Ford to save the life of one ‘Win®uch’ whom Ford was assaulting with
intent to kill, by chasing him with a large butclseknife. The justice of the peace rendered a

verdict of justified homicide.” Bureau agent ThomMdenroe, who had been ordered to have

8 March 9, 1867, New Orleans, unsigned to Thomsd&RA, RG 105, M1027, reel 34, frame 242,
8 August 31, 1866, Sparta, Blanton to Hayden,” NARRG 393, part 1, entry 1756.

108



3. Between Too Much and Not Nearly Enough

Rayburn arrested, could no longer bring him befrdifferent justice, although he might
appeal the decision to the grand jury at the rime term of the district couft.

In other cases, whites did not hesitate to usenidation, perjury, or outright violence
to shield themselves and each other from criminaégcution. In DeSoto, the murderers of a
freedman named Livo forced the only black witne¥@smes Campbell, to swear a false
statement before the justice of the peace thatitten had fired the first shot. Fearing for his
life, Campbell fled the Parish the following dagaVing behind his family, his blacksmith
tools, and stores of foodstuffs, which whites imraggly confiscated under the pretense of
his being indebted to merchants. Campbell madevhis to Shreveport, where he reported
these occurrences to the Bureau officer, who calecluhat “his only fault is that of being
present at the shooting and they fear his testimbigyleft the place for fear he would be
assassinated”

In Caddo Parish, after a black man whipped a wh#@ in an altercation over a hog,
some twenty whites assaulted the homes of a nuofokeeedmen at night, forcing them to
flee to the woods and killing one of their numbEne local justice issued warrants for sixteen
of the white men involved and the Bureau agentrfessed the trial throughout.” He did not
doubt that it was “conducted with impartiality byetmagistrate, but the defendants succeeded
in securing an alibi in each case.” As a resul, jtistice had no choice but to release them,
despite their almost certain gufift.

Even without such shenanigans, Bureau agents degddreavily on the willingness of
local magistrates to give cases a fair hearingthAtend of 1866, Flood reported that in the
city of Shreveport the civil authorities usuallyoped willing “to assists and cooperate with
me in attaining justice for the freedmen,” but imetcountryside difficulties abounded:
“Neighborhood influences, prejudices of caste, rgnoe and inefficiency, corruption and
clannishness on the part of those holding the effitjustice of the peace in the country all
tend to render the protection of the freedmen Iy saurts almost of no use to them with but
few exceptions.” William Kelly, for instance, a jice of the peace from Bossier Parish, had
the “habit of reading what he calls law” to bladeeking his advice. His rules resembled
nothing so much as antebellum slave codes, inaudm injunction forbidding blacks “to

Carry arms for the purpose of hunting or for anyppse whatsoever, without permission

8 July 31, 1868, Shreveport, Monroe to Warren,’ 89@el 100, frame 424.
% ‘Register of Complaints [undated entry],’ NARA, RI®5, M1905, reel 100, frame 767.
8 August 10, 1868, Shreveport, Monroe to WarrenA®A, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 325.
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from their owner,” and to “go visiting from one plation to another without permission from
their owner.” The Bureau was the only institutitriatt stood between the freedmen and such
civil officers recruited “from among those who wéheir former owners and oppressots.”

One of the few avenues of influence open to Bumgents, was to selectively refer
cases to certain justices only. Winn magistrateiddlardy refused to take action against
white vigilantes who illegally searched the cabwfidlacks for stolen goods. In another case
he refused to hear a freedman’s complaint becaaseds too busy playing cards. White
informed his superiors of these facts and requasiadHardy, who held his position despite
being disfranchised, be removed, and in the meantienreferred all cases to other justies.

In Natchitoches, similar reasoning helps explainyvthe Bureau agents referred
nearly every case of violence reported between 18§7 and July 1868 to the same
magistrate, Charles Bullard, justice of the peasenard twelve, which comprised the town
of Natchitoches. Bullard was a local white Unionighom Governor Wells had appointed in
February 1866; in the elections later that yeastbed as an independent candidate, receiving
support from the white establishment of Natchitechide nevertheless retained sufficient
respect in the black community to chair a joint timeg of prominent whites with the local
Republican Party, which expressed the parish’srelési abide by the terms of the Military
Reconstruction Act. When James W. Little, who heetgnded to act as constable or deputy
sheriff in the area without any legitimate authgrghot and killed a colored man named Jim
Harris, Bullard not only had him arrested, butially confined Little to the parish jail to
await his trial. This was rare in cases of whitesuged of violence against blacks, even if
Little was released on $3000.00 bail a few weetes 4

Even where justices of the peace were willing &arhcases of violence against
freedpeople, bringing suspected perpetrators befwe could prove difficult. Suspected
offenders could easily escape to the numerous resiaid woods surrounding the plantations
on the river, or else cross the state line intoegifexas or Arkansas. Without an active police

force and with no mounted soldiery in the regiogerds depended on the cooperation of

87December 31, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to Sterliagd ‘Register of Complaints [July 25, 1866], NARRG
105, M1905, reel 100, frames, 380, 783.

8 ‘November 21, 1867, Montgomery, White to Hardyyda'December 7, 1867, Montgomery, White to Lee,’
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 89, frames 313, 315.

8 ‘Register of Complaints,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, &2, frames 159-172; ‘June 18, 1867, New Orleans,
Flanders to Sheridan,” NARA, RG 393, part 1, emtd98, box 2; NT, 66-02-07, 67-05-22; ‘May 31, 1868,
Natchitoches, Miller to Warren,” and ‘June 20, 18B8&tchitoches, Miller to Warren,” NARA, RG 105, BQ5,
reel 91, frames 766, 776; ‘May 26, 1868, Natchies;hCromie to Miller, NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 90
frame 99.
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regular citizens to make an arrest. Southern whitewever, rarely if ever handed over one of
their own for crimes committed against the formkves. Cromie believed the violence
against blacks was “in a great measure attributetbtbe way justice is administered by the
civil authorities. As soon as warrants are issugdirst parties they are informed and make
their escape®

Getting justice for the freedpeople often provetopeless endeavor. After Joseph
Texada shot a thirteen year old colored boy in &spiParish, in the spring of 1868, a local
magistrate issued a warrant. But the Bureau agespanhdently reported that, even though
Texada was “a notorious brawler” and had frequeotisnmitted assaults upon negroes, he
had thus far always eluded punishment at the hahdse civil authorities. A few months
earlier, in the same parish, Blas Despalier, acto$stabbing the freedman Westley Thomas
to death, made his escape immediately after thelenit

Suspects who did not escape before facing a @ustiche peace, often did so after
posting bail, which very rarely exceeded a few hadddollars. In Shreveport, William
Leonard was bound to keep the peace for 100 dp#étes he threatened to kill one freedman,
Ambrose Eagle, for testifying against him in altfar attempted murder on another, John
Boyd. Ignoring Justice Thomas Beal’s injunction, dit at both freedmen that very night.
They returned fire and were arrested immediategoriard was left free until the following
morning, but he felt no need to flee and eventuldytoo was arrested and put in jail. Beal
admitted to Eagle and Boyd that he could “not mbteem further and they must protect
themselves.” The Bureau agent urged the militanarest Leonard and take him to New
Orleans for trial by military commission, as “justihas not been given to the freedmen and
unless the military takes the matter in hand | &mmicsomething serious will occut®

Even in the rare cases when magistrates confhlmad to jail, whites often succeeded
in escaping. In the case of Little, the pretendedstable, the Bureau agent warned that he
was lodged in an unsafe jail and urged his supefiorhave him moved to a safer place.
Eighteen month earlier, Thomas Freeman had esdeppadhe same Natchitoches jail, where

he was confined after he murdered John Blackbufreealman in his employ who refused to

% ‘November 30, 1866, Shreveport, Flood to HaydBi\RA, RG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 384; ‘Auguét 2
1867, Natchitoches, Cromie to Parker,” NARA, RG 108905, reel 90, frame 67.

L ‘April 30, 1868, Alexandria, Buttrick to SterlifigNARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frame 512; ‘Registd
Complaints [December 26, 1867]," NARA, RG 105, Mi9Qeel 54, frame 224; ‘December 30, 1867,
Alexandria, Buttrick, trimonthly report,” NARA, RG05, M1905, reel 53, frame 985.

24July 7, 1867, Shreveport, Monroe to Cutts,’ NARRG 105, M1905, reel 100, frame 400.
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sell Freeman his share of the cfopn Rapides, Thomas McNeely murdered the freedman
Ned Jefferson on July 23 1867, putting “fifteen kahwot into the colored man’s left side and
stomach, killing him almost instantly.” J. C. Motem, a justice of the peace, had him
arrested, but refused to admit testimony by Jaffésswife on the grounds that she was an
Native American. Bureau agent Williams ordered gheriff to rearrest McNeely and report
to Colonel Bates, commanding the post at Alexandridis (Williams’) absence. Bates
ordered the suspect confined until withesses cdaddsummoned. That same evening,
McNeely escaped with the connivance of the she#iffp allowed him to leave his presence
although he knew his horse stood saddled nearbyw®eks later was still at large and
presumably had left the parish.

The freedpeople not only experienced infiniteidifities in obtaining justice from the
civil courts, but simply trying to do so might itpose grave risks to them. Planters regularly
threatened freedpeople with murder if they dareckport lesser offenses to the Bureau or the
civil authorities. When Jerry Ford reported beinigipped and almost shot by Joseph Texada
in May of 1867, the Bureau agent sent him withteeteof referral to the justice of the peace,
but before he arrived unknown parties stopped kowk his letter and told him to report the
matter in New Orleans, after which the agent heattiing more from the freedman. A year
later, in Bienville, the freedman Simon Peter wendee the Bureau agent after being illegally
dismissed by his employer, Dan Norton. En rout@® white men on horseback attacked him
and shot him in the shoulder. Although two drunkeet were arrested on suspicion of the
attack, Peter could not positively identify thentlahe justice of the peace let them go ffee.

Few freedpeople, however, suffered such sevemreapsions for their assertiveness
before the Bureau agents and the civil authordeslid Durinda Huffman and her relations
near Catahoula Lake in Rapides Parish. She firseda see the Bureau agent in Alexandria
on September 16, 1867, after Jefferson Crooks igabver the head with a corn stalk. The

% October 20, 1866, Natchitoches, Miller to Warteamd ‘May 31, 1868, Natchitoches, Miller to Warren
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 91, frames 613, 766; ‘btaB, 1867, New Orleans, unsigned to Thomas,” NARA,
RG 105, M1027, reel 34, frame 242.

% august 19, 1867, Alexandria, Wilde to Forsyth,ARA, RG 393, part 1, entry 4575, box 5; ‘Registér o
Complaints [25 July 1867],, NARA, RG 105, M1905etes4, frame 211; ‘August 10, 1867, Natchitoches,
Cromie to Parker,” and ‘August 31, 1867, NatchieghCromie to Parker,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, ree] 90
frames 65, 69; August 14, 1867, Alexandria, Willeatan Cromie,” and ‘September 12, 1867, William®&arker,’
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frames 594, 598.

% June 30, 1867, Shreveport, Monroe to Parker, ‘®etjister of Complaints [July 19, 1866]," NARA, RI®5,
M1905, reel 100, frames 399, 784; ‘Register of Claimps, undated entry [May 1867],” NARA, RG 105,
M1905, reel 54, frame 207; ‘April 30, 1868, Spadzhayer to Warren,” and ‘Journal of Business [AR#,
1868, April 23, 1868]," NARA, RG 105, M1905, reéd2, frames 16, 273.
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agent referred her to the justice of the peace, avhidully issued a warrant. A few days later,
Huffman’s daughter reported that Crooks now thigadeher mother’s life for reporting him.
She too was sent to the justice, who again issugdreant for Crooks’s arrest. Two months
later, Huffman again appeared at the Bureau’s effidis time a group of white men, led by
Larkin D. Cowley, had taken Henry Corlies, who tivim Durinda’s house, into the woods.
They accused Corlies of stealing a cow belongingoavley. Cowley wanted to hang the
freedmen on the spot, but the others in his patiget! him out of it and instead they turned
him over to the justice of the peace. The whites dbrced Durinda’s husband, Edward
Huffman, and another freedman, Spencer Davenporgctompany them to Pineville to
testify. Durinda’s action in notifying the Bureaasulted in warrants being issued for the
white men, who were bonded to appear at the distocrt for false imprisonment and
Assault and Battery. The justice also placed Couliesder bond, to face charges for theft of a
cow. That March, Cowley and three other white ne@ktrevenge on Durinda Huffman. They
hung her, Corlies, and a third freedman, Mose HaffmA fourth they shot and killed.
Although Justice John Osborne again issued warfantthe whites involved, there is no
record that any of them faced tri4l.

The severe limitations under which Bureau agemsraied often frustrated their
attempts to get justice done for the freedpeopleca@onally an agent might make a
difference, such as Williams, in Alexandria, whopegred as attorney for a freedwoman
accused of biting off the finger of a white man mahWatkins. By cross-examining the
prosecution’s witnesses he proved that “Watkingddcand beat her first and she did the act
in self-defense.” The justice of the peace now hadcthoice but to dismiss the case, while
“without my appearance, [he] would have committed to jail to await trial at term of the
district court in May.®” Agents did not often book such success, howewsgeaally when
the roles were reversed and freedpeople accusddsadfiaggression or abuse. Some months
after the above case, Cromie investigated chamges &n anonymous source that Williams
did not handle freedpeople’s complaints adequatety found these charges entirely false, as
the blame lay with the civil authorities. “It is reotorious fact that from the lowest to the

highest civil officer there is no justice done ke tfreedmen.” Like his colleagues, Williams

% ‘Register of complaints [September 16, 1867, Sapar 20, 1867, November 22, 1867, 24 March 1868],
NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 54, frames 217, 218, 2237; ‘November 30, 1867, Alexandria, Bulttrick,

trimonthly report,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 53afme 979; ‘March 30, 1868, Alexandria, Buttrick to

Warren,” NARA, RG 105, M1905, reel 52, frame 502.

" *February 10, 1867, Alexandria, Williams to Stadj’ NARA, RG 105, M1027, reel 27, frame 888.
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referred all cases to the local magistrates whotlperin under bond to appear at the district
court. “Result: grand jury never finds a true billonsequence is they go out (I might say)
with a license to commit as many outrages as theypsoper to do®

In DeSoto, where the Bureau agent held almostutiboaty, the situation was even
worse. Michael Cary reported that a white man, Ml Pitts, had been before a justice of the
peace several times for stabbing a freedman. ttidked upon by the [justice] as a good joke
and dropped at that.” White ruffians confronted drgedpeople who complained to Cary,
threatening to kill them if they testified in coutfiNo persuasion on my part would induce the
freedmen to give testimony against their would-hedwrers. | can give no other reason than
the freedmen think me insufficient to protect theas,they see that | am subject to insult
myself when | appear on the street.” Although waite DeSoto considered a trial before the
civil authorities “an amusement,” they still toolaresh measures against freedpeople who
reported them to the Bureau, fearing that too n@ongplaint would result in the permanent
stationing of troops in the parish. They neededhate had such fear, as Cary’'s superiors
responded to his repeated reports of violencetligativil courts were the law of the land and

that he must rely on them and not the militaryischarging his duty?

Conclusion

Such flagrant disregard of the Bureau and the siglitfreedpeople as in DeSoto was an
exception. Even so, the Bureau’s agents througteuRed River Valley generally failed in
their efforts to provide substantial legal protentito the freedpeople. The Bureau’s most
important legacy therefore was its economic progriiraversaw the transition from a slave
economy to a system of free labor, albeit one basé@dn small land ownership, but on labor
contracts. In the cotton dominated Red River Valharecropping very quickly became the
prevailing relationship between planters and latsoespite the drawbacks inherent in such
a system, the Bureau insured that for the first {@ars black laborers had at least one
impartial institution to which they might appeal evhunfairly treated. Often more through
informal influence than any formal powers, the Buresucceeded in restraining the worst

abuses by planters of their employees.

% June 26, 1867, Natchitoches, Cromie to ParkeARM, RG 105, M1905, reel 90, frame 52.

% June 16, 1868, Mansfield, Cary to Warren,” NARRG 393, part 3, entry 287, box 3; ‘June 30, 1868,
Mansfield, Cary to Warren,” and ‘August 22, 1868y&veport, Bradley to Cary,” NARA, RG 105, M1906ef
84, frames 307, 486.
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Outside the economic arena, Bureau agents’ atyh@mained limited. Only for a
few months in late 1865 did they try criminal caiesmselves. After that they could only
refer matters to the civil authorities, which fdwet first years of Reconstruction were
dominated by the white conservatives. A justicehef peace might place white offenders
under a small bond for appearance in the distacirts, but white grand juries would be
unlikely to indict, white district attorneys unliketo mount a forceful prosecution, white
juries unlikely to convict, and white judges unlikgo pass harsh sentences for crimes
committed against the former slaves. Whites coul shield their own from the full force of
law, while at the same time adhering to its forqadcedures. Agents could rarely do more
than record the freedpeople’s complaints and hbjpé the trouble of legal proceedings,
economic interdependence, and the distant threatildfry intervention might restrain the
worst violence by whites.

Despite these severe limitations and their owolagcal moderation, Bureau agents
acted as an important curb on the attempts by ®Sauttwhites to reestablish unfettered
control over their former slaves. DeSoto Parishemghagents never succeeded in establishing
their authority, illustrates just how much worse #ituation for the freedpeople might have
been in the rural South if the Freedmen’s Buread het operated at all. Although the
sharecropping system that developed in the RedrRwgion inherently disadvantaged
laborers, Bureau agents ensured that planters cmtlshdiscriminately defraud them of their
dues. Even in the arena of criminal justice, whbeeBureau’s powers were far more limited,
the possibility of having atrocities reported te tBureau probably curbed whites tendency to
resort to violence in dealing with the black popola. Although a formal conviction and
punishment remained unlikely, planters would wislavoid the inconvenience, and possibly
the embarrassment, of having to face a magistratk possibly even a jury for crimes

committed against the freedpeople.
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