CHAPTER 15

“What Is Freedom?”™
Reconstraction, 1865-1817

92. "Colloquy with Colored Ministers” (1865)

Source: Journal of Negro History, Vol. 16, January 1931, pp. 88—92.
Reprinted with permission of the Association for the Study of African
American Life.

On the evening of January 12, 1865, twenty leaders of the local black com- -
munity met in Savannah with General William T. Sherman and Secretary
of War Edwin M. Stanton. Less than a month had passed since Sherman’s
army had captured the city, at the end of the March to the Sea. The group
chose as its spokesman Garrison Frazier, a Baptist minister who had pur-
chased the freedom of himself and his wife in 1856. :
One of the most remarkable interchanges of those momentous years,
the “Colloquy” offered a rare insight into African-Americans’ ideas and
aspirations at the dawn of freedom. Four days after the meeting, Sherman
issued Special Field Order 15, which set aside the Sea Islands and a large
area along the South Carolina and Georgia coasts for the settlement of
black families on forty-acre plots of land. He also offered them broken-
down mules that the army could no longer use. In Sherman’s order lay the
origins of the phrase, “forty acres and a mule,” that would reverberate

across the South in the next few years.
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ON THE EVENING of Thursday, the 12th day of January, 1865, the
following persons of African descent met, by appointment, to hold
an interview with EDWIN M. STANTON, Secretary of War, and
Major-General SHERMAN, to have a conference upon matters relat-
ing to the freedmen of the State of Georgia. ...

Garrison Frazier being chosen by the persons present to express
their common sentiments upon the matters of inquiry, makes
answers to inquiries as follows:

1. State what your understanding is in regard to the acts of Con-
gress, and President Lincoln’s proclamation, touching the condition
of the colored people in the rebel States.

Answer. So far as I understand President Lincoln’s proclamation
to the rebellious States, it is, that if they would lay down their arms
and submit to the laws of the United States before the 1st of January,
1863, all should be well; but if they did not, then all the slaves in the
rebel States should be free, henceforth and forever; that is what I
understood.

2. State what you understand by slavery, and the freedom that
was to be given by the President’s Proclamation.

Answer. Slavery is receiving by irresistible power the work of
_another man, and not by his consent. The freedom, as I understand
it, promised by the proclamation, is taking us from under the yoke
of bondage and placing us where we could reap the fruit of our own
labor, and take care of ourselves, and assist the Government in main-
taining our freedom.

3. State in what manner you think you can take care of your
selves, and how can you best assist the Government in maintaining
your freedom.

Answer. The way we can best take care of ourselves is to have land,
and turnin and till it by our labor—that is, by the labor of the women,
and children, and old men—and we can soon maintain ourselves and
have something to spare; and to assist the Government, the young
men should enlist in the service of the Government, and serve in
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such manner as they may be wanted (the rebels told us that they
piled them up and made batteries of them, and sold them to Cuba,
but we don’t believe that). We want to be placed on land until we are
able to buy it and make it our own.

4. State in what manner you would rather live, whether scattered
among the whites, or in colonies by yourselves.

Answer.Iwould prefer to live by ourselves, for there is a prejudice
against us in the South that will take years to get over; but I do not
know that I can answer for my brethren.

[Mr. [James] Lynchsays he thinks they should not be separated, but
live together. All the other persons present being questioned, one by
one, answer that they agree with “brother Frazier.”]

5. Doyouthink that there isintelligence enough among the slaves
of the South to maintain themselves under the Government of
the United States, and the equal protection of its laws, and main-
tain good and peaceable relations among yourselves and with your
neighbors?

Answer. [ think there is sufficient intelligence among us to do so.

. 6. State what is the feeling of the black population of the South
toward the Government of the United States; what is the understand-
ing in respect to the present war, its causes and object, and their dis-
position to aid either side; state fully your views.

Answer. I think you will find there is thousands that are willing
to make any sacrifice to assist the Government of the United States,
while there is also many that are not willing to take up arms. I do
not suppose there is a dozen men that is opposed to the Government.
[understand as to the war that the South is the aggressor. President
Lincoln was elected President by a majority of the United States,
which guaranteed him the right of holding the office and exercising
that right over the whole United States. The South, without knowing
what he would do, rebelled. The war was commenced by the rebels
before he came into the office. The object of the war was not, at first,
to give the slaves their freedom, but the sole object of the war was, at
first to bring the rebellious States back into the Union, and their

—



4 Voices of Freedom

loyalty to the laws of the United States. Afterwards, knowing the
value that was set on the slaves by the rebels, the President thought
that his proclamation would stimulate them to lay down their arms,
reduce them to obedience, and help to bring back the rebel States;
and their not doing so has now made the freedom of the slaves a part
of the war. It is my opinion that there is not a man in this city that
could be started to help the rebels one inch, for that would be sui-
cide. There was two black men left with the rebels, because they had
taken an active part for the rebels, and thought something might
befall them if they staid behind, but there is not another man. If the
prayers that have gone up for the Union army could be read out, you
would not get through them these two weeks.

Questions

1. Why do the black leaders believe that owning land is essential to

freedom?

2. How do blacks understand their relationship to the national govern-
ment as the Civil War draws to a close?

93. Petition of Committee on Behalf of the
Freedmen to Andrew Johnson (1865)

Source: Henry Bram et al. to the President of the United States, October 28,
1865, P-27, 1865, Letters Received (series 15), Washington Headquarters,
Freedmen’s Bureau Papers, National Archives.

By June 1865, some 40,000 freedpeople had been settled on “Sherman
land” in South Carolina and Georgia, in accordance with Special Field
Order 15. That summer, however, President Andrew Johnson, who had
succeeded Lincoln, ordered nearly all land in federal hands returned to its
former owners. In October, O. 0. Howard, head of the Freedmen’s Bureau,
traveled to the Sea Islands to inform blacks of the new palicy.
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Howard was greeted with disbelief and protest. A committee drew up
petitions to Howard and President Johnson. Their petition to the presi-
dent pointed out that the government had encouraged them to occupy
the land and affirmed that they were ready to purchase it if given the
opportunity. Johnson rejected the former slaves’ plea. And, throughout
the South, because no land distribution took place, the vast majority
of rural freedpeople remained poor and without property during
Reconstruction.

Episto IsLanp S.C. Oct 28th, 1865.

To the President of these United States. We the freedmen of Edisto
Island South Carolina have learned From you through Major Gen-
eral O O Howard commissioner of the Freedmans Bureau. with deep
sorrow and Painful hearts of the possibility of government restoring
These lands to the former owners. We are well aware Of the many
perplexing and trying questions that burden Your mind. and do
therefore pray to god (the preserver of all and who has through our
Late and beloved President (Lincoln) proclamation and the war made
Us A free people) that he may guide you in making Your decisions.
and give you that wisdom that Cometh from above to settle these
great and Important Questions for the best interests of the country
and the Colored race: Here is where secession was born and Nurtured
Here is were we have toiled nearly all Our lives as slaves and were
treated like dumb Driven cattle, Thisis our home, we have made These
lands what they are. we were the only true and Loyal people that
were found in posession of these Lands. we have been always ready
to strike for Liberty and humanity yea to fight if needs be To preserve
this glorious union. Shall not we who Are freedman and have beeri
always true to this Union have the same rights as are enjoyed by
Others? Have we broken any Law of these United States? Have we

forfieted our rights of property In Land?—If not then! are not our
rights as A free people and good citizens of these United States To be
considered before the rights of those who were Found in rebellion
against this good and just Government (and now being conquered)




