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Jerome H. Farbar is in the public domain.

FROM SLAVES TO SHARECROPPERS
by Various Authors1865-1880

This collection of primary sources reveals what life was
like for freed slaves following the end of the American
Civil War in 1865.

As you read, note how freedmen describe and
react to the injustices of the new order of the South,
in the years following the Civil War.

INTRODUCTION
When the American Civil War ended in 1865, slaves in
southern states finally found themselves legally
free. Now the question arose of what these new
freedmen would do? Freedmen wanted paying jobs, but
most former slaves’ skillsets were best suited for
plantation work. So, during the period of postwar
rebuilding in the South called Reconstruction, many
former slaves found themselves as sharecroppers.

Sharecroppers were poor people working under
contract for wealthy plantations or farms. The
sharecropper would work the land for a share, or
portion, of the harvest. However, sharecropping
contracts were often unfairly designed to keep the poor
sharecroppers poor. Sharecroppers might not get a fair
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portion of the crops they helped harvest, or they might
not be allowed to sell their share to anyone besides the
landowner. Or landowners might give sharecroppers
seeds, shelter, and food for outrageous prices, slowly
putting the borrowers into debt. Those who could not
pay off their debt come harvest found that they could
not leave the plantation until they did. In this way, many
black sharecroppers found themselves enslaved once
again. For those who had signed contracts with their
former masters, this new system was especially painful.

The three primary texts in this article provide insight into
the lives of freedmen following the end of the Civil

War. In the first article, an officer of the Freedmen’s
Bureau — a new federal department established in 1865
to help recently freed slaves in the South during
Reconstruction — details an ideal sharecropping
contract. In the second text, a former slave speaks
before Congress about the unfair conditions he faced
as a sharecropper for his former master. And in the
third text, a freedman responds to his former master’s
request to return to the farm as a paid worker.

FREEDMEN’'S BUREAU’'S MODEL
SHARECROPPING CONTRACT
Martin R. Delaney

1865Martin R. Delaney (1812 - 1885) was an African-
American abolitionist, physician, journalist, and

soldier. He was one of the first three black men
admitted to Harvard Medical School, as well as the first
African-American field officer for the Union Army during
the Civil War. After the war, he served briefly in the
Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865. While there, he wrote this
model contract for landowners and sharecroppers. This
text was reprinted in Dorothy Sterling, editor, The
Trouble They Seen: The Story of Reconstruction in the
Words of African Americans. New York: Da Capo
Press, 1994.

iy, B AT A REAC AT AL
L EAREEA I BE T
SHIREAG B ERIC R, E
KeMTEE)SEaa (AR, R LA
NIt A2 GRS BEIR 5
NHEBLTEGA RERIT R . X R
1R 2 FRARA SR BABAT ] SRR 1
Xt F AR S ARATTLART I E AN AR
(K3 NI AN LA A AT 1R 20 4% S b g
o

R SR = B S N gE 13K
ATxE AR LR B R T
BAIINR . SR ES, —
PR 55 B R K A A
ik 7 EAEN MK EL . EANE
R IR IRLE 1865 4F T 2 VT (135 ]
FHORAE B8 e 7 m 75 B I
BB R R SCE R, 1
I BURAE [F 2 b b A 9 A n
T Z AT EAAL X =R
SCE, A AR FR U
At AP = SR A [] B A A
L NN FEf 2 =2

R TS SR I 5 R A AR A R R A
Martin R. Delaney
1865Martin R. Delaney (1812-1885) 7&

—frREAER R G, B,

FriEoE ML, g s
Bk =B —, flithese
] A 8 R B ZE A ) B — AN SR A R
WHERREE . G, fhiE 1865
S TSR I 55 B R IR 55 R )
INFA] o ZER EEL SR, Ath Dy b 3= A4
KRG THREFRIFEAR. KR LE
7£ 1994 4F 1 Dorothy Sterling 4% /1
414y, Da Capo HihfAt HHFrEIRI, &
Hig: MATERIR R EEBA
BUR A AR T . New
York: Da Capo Press, 1994




No labor is to be performed by hand that can better be
done by animal labor or machinery. All damage for
injury or loss of property by carelessness is to be paid
by fair and legal assessments.

All Thanksgiving, Fast Days, “Holidays” and National
Celebration Days are to be enjoyed by contractors
without being regarded as a neglect of duty or violation
of contract.

Good conduct and good behavior of the Freedmen
toward the proprietor, good treatment of animals; and
good care of tools, utensils, etc; and good and kind
treatment of the Proprietor to the Freedmen, will be
strictly required by the Authorities.

No stores will be permitted on the place and nothing
sold on account except the necessaries of life such as
good substantial food and working clothes. Spirituous
liquors will not be permitted.

In all cases where an accusation is made against a
person, the Proprietor or his Agent, [and] one of the
Freedmen selected by themselves, and a third person
chosen by the two shall be a council to investigate the
accused. In all cases where a decision is to be made to
dismiss or forfeit a share of the crop, the officer of the
Bureau or some other Officer of the Government must
preside in the trial and make the decision. When the
Proprietor is prejudiced against an accused person, he
must name a person to take his place in the Council.

HENRY ADAMS” TESTIMONY BEFORE CONGRESS

Henry Adams

1880

Henry Adams (1843-?) was a freed slave. He received
his freedom in 1865 in Mississippi, where he stayed
briefly after the end of the war as a sharecropper. He
then moved to Louisiana where he became a
successful peddler before enlisting in the U.S.
army. After the end of Reconstruction in 1877, Adams
advocated for blacks in the South to emmigrate to
Liberia, on the west coast of Africa. In 1880, Adams
traveled to Washington D.C. to provide testimony to a
Senate Committee on the migration of African-
Americans out of the South. In this excerpt from his
testimony, he discusses his life as a sharecropper just
after the Civil War. This text was reprinted in Dorothy
Sterling, editor, The Trouble They Seen: The Story of
Reconstruction in the Words of African Americans. New
York: Da Capo Press, 1994.
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The white men read a paper to all of us colored people
telling us that we were free and could go where we
pleased and work for who we pleased. The man |
belonged to told me it was best to stay with him. He
said, “The bad white men was mad with the Negroes
because they were free and they would kill you all for
fun.” He said, stay where we are living and we could get
protection from our old masters.

| told him | thought that every man, when he was free,
could have his rights and protect themselves. He said,
“The colored people could never protect themselves
among the white people. So you had all better stay with
the white people who raised you and make contracts
with them to work by the year for one-fifth of all you
make. And next year you can get one-third, and the
next you maybe work for one-half you make. We have
contracts for you all to sign, to work for one-twentieth
you make from now until the crop is ended, and then
next year you all can make another crop and get more
of it.”

| told him | would not sign anything. | said, “I might sign
to be killed. | believe the white people is trying to fool
us.” But he said again, “Sign this contract so | can take
it to the Yankees and have it recorded.” All our colored
people signed it but myself and a boy named Samuel
Jefferson. All who lived on the place was about sixty,
young and old.

On the day after all had signed the contracts, we went
to cutting oats. | asked the boss, “Could we get any of
the oats?” He said, “No; the oats were made before you
were free.” After that he told us to get timber to build a
sugar-mill to make molasses. We did so. On the 13th
day of July 1865 we started to pull fodder. | asked the
boss would he make a bargain to give us half of all the
fodder we would pull. He said we may pull two or three
stacks and then we could have all the other. | told him
we wanted half, so if we only pulled two or three stacks
we would get half of that. He said, “All right.” We got
that and part of the corn we made. We made five bales
of cotton but we did not get a pound of that. We made
two or three hundred gallons of molasses and only got
what we could eat. We made about eight-hundred
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bushel of potatoes; we got a few to eat. We split
rails three or four weeks and got not a cent for that.

In September | asked the boss to let me go to
Shreveport. He said, “All right, when will you come
back?” | told him “next week.” He said, “You had better
carry a pass.” | said, “I will see whether | am free by
going without a pass.”

| met four white men about six miles south of Keachie,
De Soto Parish. One of them asked me who | belonged
to. I told him no one. So him and two others struck me
with a stick and told me they were going to kill me and
every other Negro who told them that they did not
belong to anyone. One of them who knew me told the
others, “Let Henry alone for he is a hard-working nigger
and a good nigger.” They left me and | then went on to
Shreveport. | seen over twelve colored men and
women, beat, shot and hung between there and
Shreveport.

Sunday | went back home. The boss was not at home. |
asked the madame, “where was the boss?” She says,
“Now, the boss; now, the boss! You should say ‘master’
and ‘mistress’ — and shall or leave. We will not have no
nigger here on our place who cannot say ‘mistress’ and
‘master.’ You all are not free yet and will not be until
Congress sits, and you shall call every white lady
‘missus’ and every white man ‘master.”

During the same week the madame takin’ a stick and
beat one of the young colored girls, who was about
fifteen years of age and who is my sister, and split her
back. The boss came next day and take this same girl
(my sister) and whipped her nearly to death, but in the
contracts he was to hit no one any more. After the
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whipping a large number of young colored people taken
a notion to leave. On the 18th of September | and
eleven men and boys left that place and started for
Shreveport. | had my horse along. My brother was
riding him, and all of our things was packed on him. Out
come about forty armed men (white) and shot at us and
takin’ my horse. Said they were going to kill ever’ nigger
they found leaving their masters; and taking all of our
clothes and bed-clothing and money. | had to work
away to get a white man to get my horse.

Then | got a wagon and went to peddling, and had to
get a pass, according to the laws of the parishes, to do
so. In October | was searched for pistols and robbed of
$250 by a large crowd of white men and the law would
do nothing about it. The same crowd of white men
broke up five churches (colored). When any of us would
leave the white people, they would take everything we
had, all the money that we made on their places. They
killed many hundreds of my race when they were
running away to get freedom.

After they told us we were free — even then they would
not let us live as man and wife together. And when we
would run away to be free, the white people would not
let us come on their places to see our mothers, wives,
sisters, or fathers. We was made to leave or go back
and live as slaves. To my own knowledge there was
over two thousand colored people killed trying to get
away after the white people told us we were free in
1865. This was between Shreveport and Logansport.

LETTER TO MY OLD MASTER
Jourdon Anderson
1865

Jourdon Anderson (1825-1907) was a freed
slave. He gained his freedom in 1864 when Union
soldiers took control of his master’s plantation in
Tennessee. Soon afterwards, he left for Ohio. In 1865,
he received word from his former master, begging for
help on his ailing plantation. Anderson dictated his
response, which was sent to his former home in
Tennessee and reprinted in several newspapers at the
time. This text was reprinted in Shaun Usher, editor,
Letters of Note: An Eclectic Collection of
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Correspondence Deserving of a Wider Audience. San
Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2014.

Dayton, Ohio, August 7, 1865
To My Old Master, Colonel P.H. Anderson, Big Spring,
Tennessee

Sir: | got your letter and was glad to find you had not
forgotten Jourdon, and that you wanted me to come
back and live with you again, promising to do better for
me than anybody else can. | have often felt uneasy
about you. | thought the Yankees would have hung you
long before this for harboring Rebs they found at your
house. | suppose they never heard about your going to
Col. Martin’s to kill the Union soldier that was left by his
company in their stable. Although you shot at me twice
before I left you, | did not want to hear of your being
hurt, and am glad you are still living. It would do me
good to go back to the dear old home again and see
Miss Mary and Miss Martha and Allen, Esther, Green,
and Lee. Give my love to them all, and tell them | hope
we will meet in the better world, if not in this. | would
have gone back to see you all when | was working in
the Nashville Hospital, but one of the neighbors told me
Henry intended to shoot me if he ever got a chance.

| want to know particularly what the good chance is you
propose to give me. | am doing tolerably well here; | get
$25 a month, with victuals and clothing; have a
comfortable home for Mandy, — the folks here call her
Mrs. Anderson, — and the children — Milly, Jane and
Grundy — go to school and are learning well; the
teacher says Grundy has a head for a preacher. They
go to Sunday- School, and Mandy and me attend
church regularly. We are kindly treated; sometimes we
overhear others saying, “Them colored people were
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slaves” down in Tennessee. The children feel hurt when
they hear such remarks, but | tell them it was no
disgrace in Tennessee to belong to

Col. Anderson. Many darkies would have been proud,
as | used to be, to call you master.

Now, if you will write and say what wages you will give
me, | will be better able to decide whether it would be to
my advantage to move back again.

As to my freedom, which you say | can have, there is
nothing to be gained on that score, as | got my free
papers in 1864 from the Provost-Marshal-General of
the Department of Nashville. Mandy says she would be
afraid to go back without some proof that you are
sincerely disposed to treat us justly and kindly; and we
have concluded to test your sincerity by asking you to
send us our wages for the time we served you. This will
make us forget and forgive old scores, and rely on your
justice and friendship in the future. | served you
faithfully for thirty-two years and Mandy twenty

years. At twenty-five dollars a month for me, and two
dollars a week for Mandy, our earnings would amount
to eleven thousand six hundred and eighty dollars. Add
to this the interest for the time our wages has been kept
back and deduct what you paid for our clothing and
three doctor’s visits to me, and pulling a tooth for
Mandy, and the balance will show what we are in
justice entitledto. Please send the money by Adams
Express, in care of V. Winters, Esq., Dayton, Ohio.

If you fail to pay us for faithful labors in the past we can
have little faith in your promises in the future. We trust
the good Maker has opened your eyes to the wrongs
which you and your fathers have done to me and my
fathers, in making us toil for you for generations without
recompense.Here | draw my wages every Saturday
night, but in Tennessee there was never any pay-day
for the Negroes any more than for the horses and
cows.Surely there will be a day of reckoning for those
who defraud the laborer of his hire.
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In answering this letter please state if there would be
any safety for my Milly and Jane, who are now grown
up and both good-looking girls. You know how it was
with Matilda and Catherine. | would rather stay here
and starve, and die if it comes to that, than have my
girls brought to shame by the violence and wickedness
of their young masters. You will also please state if
there has been any schools opened for the colored
children in your neighborhood, the great desire of my
life now is to give my children an education, and have
them form virtuous habits.

P.S. — Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for
taking the pistol from you when you were shooting at
me.

From your old servant,

Jourdon Anderson

From Slaves to Sharecroppers by Various Authors is in
the public domain.
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