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(ABSTRACT)

This thesis examines the role of blacks during
Reconstruction in Norfolk, Virginia. The years of Reconstruction
in Norfolk were years of dramatic change for blacks. Blacks
seized the opportunity to exercise control over their own lives
and pushed for equality with whites in economic, social, and
political realms. This study shows Norfolk blacks were active
agents whose actions shaped the course of Reconstruction in their

city.
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Reconstruction historiography underwent a vast revision
during the 1960’s. A central part of this revision involved
reexamining the role of blacks in southern Reconstruction.
Revisionists portrayed the period as revolutionary, citing the
vast changes experienced by blacks in their social, political,
and economic lives. Revisionists noted that blacks achieved
these changes with aid from: radical Republicans, northern
missionaries, the Union army, and Freedmen’s Bureau. Public
schools and equal citizenship including blacks were heralded as
important legacies of the period.! 0

Revisionist findings were soon challenged by Postrevisionist
scholars. These scholars found little revolutionary about the
period. Instead Reconstruction was seen as a period of lost
opportunity, characterized by the conservatism and indifference
of Republican policymakers, missionaries, and Freedmen’s Bureau
agents toward the freedmen. Continued racism, from North and
South, prevented blacks from achieving any real, lasting social,
economic, or political gains. Postrevisionists found much
continuity between 0ld South and New South.?

The most recent comprehensive work on Reconstruction by Eric

Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution (1988),

IEric Foner, "Reconstruction Revisited," Reviews in American
History 10 (December 1982): 83-86; Eric Foner, Reconstruction:
America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper and
Row, 1988), xxii-xxiv.

2Ibid.
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departed from the continuity versus change focus of Revisionists
and Postrevisionists. While Foner focuses on the political
change experienced by blacks and whites during Reconstruction, he
also examines the vast social and economic changes ushered in
during the period. The significance of Foner’s work is in its
focus on "the centrality of the black experience." Blacks of
Reconstruction are no longer portrayed simply as victims of
Northern insensitivity and Southern racism. Foner reveals that
the actions of blacks shaped the political and economic agenda of
Reconstruction as strongly as the actions of white missionaries,
armies, and politicians. In its focus on black self-
reconstruction, this work served as a model for my thesis.?

Other studies that also focus on the role of blacks in
Reconstruction that I utilized include: Leon Litwack’s Been in

the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (1981); Willie Lee

Rose’s Rehearsal for Reconstruction: The Port Royal Experiment

(1964); Peter Rachleff’s Black Labor in the South: Richmond,

Virginia, 1865-1890 (1984); and Robert Engs’s Freedom’s First

Generation: Black Hampton, Virginia, 1861-1890 (1979). These

writers explored blacks’ role in Reconstruction and, like Foner,
demonstrated that black goals influenced the course of freedom.
All writers are careful to point out that, while blacks played a
vital role in Reconstruction, their progress was limited by

racism and class. They also reveal it is essential to study

SEric Foner, Reconstruction, xxii-xxiv; Nell Irvin Painter,
"Reviews: A Prize-Winning Book Revisited," Journal of Women’s
History 2 (Winter 1991): 132-33.
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black goals and black actions in order to comprehend fully the
Reconstruction period.

My thesis examines the role of blacks during Reconstruction
in Norfolk, Virginia. This period in Norfolk was unique and
remains important in black history. Both existing factors and
foreign forces shaped the course of Reconstruction in Norfolk.
These factors and actors included Norfolk’s role as: urban
center, Union army occupation, northern missionary religious and
educational institutions; Freedmen’s Bureau sponsored experiments
in land, labor, and politics; and the efforts of blacks to mold
new roles in their institutional, family, political, social, and
economic lives. By confining my study to Norfolk, I discovered
change driven by black forces. My examination of Norfolk
supports Foner’s findings that blacks were "active agents" in
self-reconstruction and that their drive for "individual and
community autonomy" shaped many outcomes of Reconstruction.?

Each chapter in this thesis (economic, social, and
political) examines the changes experienced by Norfolk blacks
during Reconstruction. The years of Reconstruction in Norfolk
were years of dramatic change for blacks. Blacks seized the
opportunity to exercise control over their own lives and pushed
for equality with whites in economic, political, and social
realms. The gains Norfolk blacks made toward social, political,
and economic equality moved between complete upheaval and return

to the status quo.

‘Foner, Reconstruction, xxiv-xxv.




4

Chapter One examines the economic changes blacks sought
during Reconstruction. For blacks, the end of slavery meant the
beginning of control of their own labor. By the thousands blacks
around Norfolk deserted plantations and sought refuge in the city
or within army camps. Many for the first time performed work for
wages. Many entered new occupations, operating independently as
hucksters, oystermen, seamstresses, and in other service
industries. Government officers leased land to black farmers and
their families. Land ownership became an important goal of
blacks. Members of the black community joined together to form
land and labor associations. At the close of the war, government
officers supervised contracts between laborers and landowners,
protecting the rights of free laborers. The system of free labor
was now open to Norfolk blacks, and during Reconstruction blacks
and whites vied for economic control.

Chapters Two and Three explore the social changes Norfolk
blacks experienced during Reconstruction. It was in this private
area more so than in economic or political areas that Norfolk
blacks realized a full measure of independence. Immediately,
blacks secured their family life. Families separated by slavery
reunited, and newly formed families relished the end of the
threat of forced separation. Family security in turn
strengthened the Norfolk black community. At the center of the
black community were black churches and black societies. Black
churches and black societies departed from white dominated

institutions and formed independent institutions with their own
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doctrine. As well as serving the benevolent needs of the
community, the churches and the societies became organizational
centers of black political, economic, and educational campaigns.
One of the most successful campaigns mounted by the black
community was the educational campaign. With the aid of Northern
missionaries, Norfolk blacks established a free school system for
all blacks. The creation of the school system was one of the
true accomplishments of Reconstruction, testifying to the black
drive for self-improvement and the potential of black-white
cooperation.

Chapter Four explores the political transformation blacks
experienced during Reconstruction. In freedom, Norfolk blacks
expected and demanded all the rights and protections of full
citizenship. Although it took until 1867 for black men to gain
suffrage, political activity was central to the community of
black men and black women. At mass meetings men and women joined
Union Leagues and endorsed Republican candidates. When suffrage
was granted to black men, Norfolk blacks were elected to high
office, aided in rewriting the Virginia State constitution, and
served on local councils and chambers. Black politicians focused
on issues of concern to their constituents: free public schools,
civil rights, political rights, labor rights, public privileges,
land distribution, abolishing public whipping and lynching,
judicial fairness, homestead exemption, and taxes, forever
pushing for radical reforms. The black political platform

influenced Republican policy during Reconstruction and the



Readjuster period.

Throughout the study, I refer to the "black community" of
Norfolk. This should not be interpreted as mob rule, rule by the
same group at all times, or rule by a single, like-minded entity.
The composition of the black population in Norfolk changed
constantly throughout the years of Reconstruction. This
population included many individuals. These individuals had
different needs and different motivations. In the examples I
found, I singled-out named and unnamed individuals and their
contributions. Yet, the term "black community" is used often
because in many situations the individuals joined together as a
group centered in a church, family, or social organization. Not
only did these individuals share common goals, they also shared
housing, churches, and work environments. Additional factors of
race and class drove blacks in Norfolk together as a group. The
term "black community" is used because often blacks in Norfolk
joined together in the fight for freedom.

Reconstruction in Norfolk begins in 1862 and ends in 1870.
The year 1862 was selected as a beginning because the Army
occupation of Norfolk was an early catalyst encouraging blacks to
test the bounds of freedom. The introduction of Northern
institutions in 1863 and 1865 stimulated blacks to push for
change, growth, and freedom. While these early years witnessed
important changes, the most dramatic changes occurred during
formal Reconstruction in 1865. The federal support for

legislative and organizational change gave added power to the
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black desire for change. When armed with suffrage, blacks began
a new important fight for equal rights and equal opportunity. In
1870, formal Reconstruction in Norfolk came to an end. This
signaled not only the departure of federal forces and the
restoration of state government, but the introduction of a new
era of further change in which blacks would have to fight to
retain the rights gained during Reconstruction.

The changes ushered in during Emancipation and Reconstruction
forever redefined the role of blacks in Norfolk society.
Reconstruction in Norfolk was driven forward by the actions of
blacks themselves. During Reconstruction, blacks achieved
measurable gains in economic, social, and political areas.

Blacks wanted the vote, property, and education, as well as
freedom in religion, social activity, and work, and they fought
to get these things. Blacks in Norfolk armed themselves with a
clear set of goals and a clear plan of action, and were only
limited by racism and class. Clearly, Norfolk blacks struggled
to gain freedom and independence and to redefine their role in
society.

The central theme of this thesis is to outline the role and
define the goals of Norfolk blacks in Reconstruction. As I
indicated briefly in the chapter paragraphs, Norfolk blacks
worked for independence in their political, social, and economic
lives. They were most successful at achieving these goals when
they united as a community and offered each other support and

aid. For example, when the black community organized land
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associations, members pooled their finances and purchased land
collectively. This action enabled this group to fully control
their labor. For other blacks independence meant having the
freedom to worship openly or knowing one’s children could never
be forcefully taken away. While priorities varied among
individuals, all shared the goal of control of one’s own life.

Equality was an equally important goal of Norfolk blacks in
Reconstruction. Again blacks felt equality should extend to
their social, political, and economic lives. This goal of
equality was expressed in their desire for suffrage and equal
rights. As fully as blacks expected equal citizenship in
freedom, they also expected equal access to economic opportunity.
Blacks felt that codes and customs that had restricted their
access to employment should be cast aside. They also felt
payment based on color should end. Norfolk blacks also wanted
their children to have the same opportunity for public education
as white children. These examples illustrate the long-suppressed
desire of blacks to overcome the longstanding system of caste and
race and move to equal footing with Southern whites.

Because blacks did not live in a vacuum, this thesis also
incorporates whites working with blacks and sometimes against
blacks during this period of transition. Norfolk blacks enlisted
the aid of the Union army, the American Missionary Association,
the Freedmen’s Bureau, Republicans and local white supporters
throughout Reconstruction. With each group blacks articulated

their goals of independence and equality and encouraged these
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groups to further black progress through legal sanction and
agency policy. Yet, conflict often arose as blacks pushed for
radical measures, and these groups often achieved only moderate
reforms. For example, blacks protested the return of confiscated
land and defied Freedmen’s Bureau orders to vacate. In another
protest, Norfolk blacks boycotted missionary schools to signal
their displeasure at the AMA’s poor record of hiring black
teachers. While blacks looked to these organizations for help,
they were willing to challenge inequitable policies.

A final goal of this thesis is to place Norfolk in the
broader historical context of the Reconstruction experience.
Like their Southern sisters and brothers, Norfolk blacks lived in
a world of race and caste dominance which constrained their best
efforts to take full measure of their freedom. The course of
Reconstruction in occupied Norfolk was similar to developments in
occupied Hampton and other cities with substantial black
populations like Alexandria, Richmond, and Petersburg. The
strength of the black communities in these cities served as an
essential system of mobilization and support. Overall, the
course of Reconstruction in Virginia was mild, and Norfolk’s

Reconstruction was no exception.



CHAPTER ONE: BLACK ECONOMICS

The economic conflicts raised by Emancipation and
Reconstruction were numerous. The end of slavery signaled the
beginning of a new system of labor. For blacks, this meant the
freedoms of control and choice in labor. Blacks felt that
submission to white domination and subordination should end with
slavery. Most white employers were not willing to abandon the
old system of labor. Employers fought vigorously to maintain the
work discipline of slavery. The years of Reconstruction were
marked by the conflicting aims of employer and employee over
labor relations.!

Conflicts over labor had social implications. Labor is
closely tied to the social order, and upheaval in one directly
affects the other. During Reconstruction, blacks challenged the
caste status of slavery and sought to improve their social
standing through economic advancement. Again whites resisted
change and sought to revive the labor and social system of
slavery.?

The conflict over labor control raged throughout

Reconstruction. Blacks acted as protagonists in their struggle

lFoner, Reconstruction, 102-4, 170; Leon F. Litwack, Been In
The Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Vintage
Books, 1980), 338.

’W.E.B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction in America (New York:
Antheneum, 1935, 1985), 182, 670; Kenneth M. Stampp, The Era of
Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 13-14.

10
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for freedom, and whites acted as antagonists resisting alteration
of the old order. The struggle was continuous and resulted in
the development of several different labor systems during
Reconstruction.

Many scholars have concentrated on the agricultural-labor
systems that arose after slavery. The merits of the free labor
systems -- wage, rental, sharecropping, and mixed -- continue to
be debated. Yet most scholars agree that power remained in the
hands of the landed and the controllers of credit. For the most
part, freedmen remained landless laborers.?

Scholars of urban-labor systems have pointed to its numerous
freedoms over rural slavery, but like rural slavery the dominance
of white capital and ownership posed an obstacle to black
economic advancement. The multitude of jobs open to blacks in
urban areas during Reconstruction were manual labor positions.
Wages remained low and unemployment high in cities. The
potential strength of biracial labor unions crumbied against the
rise of racial tensions. For the most part, freedmen remained
propertyless laborers.*

During Reconstruction blacks lived in a world of caste and

3Foner, Reconstruction, 399-409; Litwack, Been In The Storm
So Long, 448.

‘Peter J. Rachleff, Black Labor in the South: Richmond,
Virginia, 1865-1890 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1984), 35, 192; Howard N. Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the Urban
South, 1865-1890 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 63-
96; John Blassingame, "Before the Ghetto: The Making of the Black
Community in Savannah, Georgia, 1865-1880," Journal of Social
History 6 (Summer 1973): 468-70.
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race that constrained their best efforts to take full measure of
the meaning of freedom. Their lack of access to capital and land
delayed their rise to economic prosperity. In spite of these
limits, during Reconstruction blacks created as much freedom as

they could in their working lives.

GENERAL ECONOMY

A single factor, geography, largely determined Norfolk'’s
economic fate. Centered in the southeast of tidewater Virginia,
Norfolk is bordered by the Elizabeth River on the south and the
west and by Hampton Roads harbor on the northwest. The harbor
serves as the gateway to the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic
Ocean. Numerous creeks, waterways, and a swamp further
constitute the city’s predominant water environment. Geography
predestined Norfolk’s role as an Atlantic Coast seaport city.’

It stands to reason then, in 1860, Norfolk’s economic
vitality centered on its role as a commercial seaport. Norfolk
was a central shipping center and the market center for tidewater
Virginia and North Carolina. Products traded included cotton,
tobacco, truck farm produce, and corn, the staples of Virginia
agriculture. The Norfolk port also served as a major importer of
manufactured goods from the North and overseas. Norfolk’s
surrounding marine-rich environment provided the city with a

productive seafood enterprise. Although Norfolk remained an

Map of the city of Norfolk in 1876, Kirn Memorial Library,
Norfolk, Virginia.
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active center of seaport trade, the activity did not translate
into prosperity for the majority of Norfolk residents.®

Businesses in the city were strongly tied to the staple and
marine economy. Tobacco raised in the tidewater area was brought
to Norfolk to ship to overseas markets, to ship North, and to
supply the city’s fivle cigar manufacturing facilities. Cotton
too, was shipped overseas and North and also used as raw material
in Norfolk’s thirteen clothing shops. The surrounding marine-
rich waters supplied twelve oyster businesses and two fisheries
in the city. Products of wheat, lumber, and metals were used in
city mills, smitheries, and shops. Like other urban centers in
the South, Norfolk’s citizens were able to establish a variety of
service-based businesses including groceries, barber shops, and

bars.’

SLAVE AND FREE BLACK LABOR

In 1860, Norfolk had a substantial labor force to supply its
various industries and businesses. In 1860, the city had 14,620
inhabitants; of that number 10,290 were white and 4,330 were
black. The black population was further subdivided into slaves
(3,284) and free blacks (1,046). There were 1,331 male slaves

and 1,953 female slaves and 359 free black men and 687 free black

Thomas J. Wertenbaker, Norfolk: Historic Southern Port
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1931), 199.

U.8. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census, 1860: Products of
Industry, Norfolk, Virginia (Washington, D.C.: National Archives
Microfilm, 1967), 277-82.
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women .8

Roughly 8 percent (828) of Norfolk’s white families owned or
employed slaves. Of the number owning or employing slaves, over
half (55.3% or 457) employed or owned only one or two slaves.
While the majority of these slaves engaged in domestic service,
others assisted their master in his trade and developed valuable
skills. In either case, the course of the slave’s daily routine
was largely dictated by the mandate of the owner or employer.’

Hiring out a slave’s labor was a common urban practice,
especially among owners or employers with ten or more slaves. An
1845 city ordinance stated that hired-out slaves could receive
one dollar for every day of employment. While most slaves hired
to individuals in the city served as domestics, others worked in
commercial operations. The 20 slaves of A.G. Newton hired out to
work at the Atlantic Hotel. Similarly, the 14 slaves of Jasper
Rowe were hired out to the West Point Steamboat Company. Many
masters hired out their slaves to work as laborers on farms in
Norfolk County. One of the city’s largest slaveowners, Judge
Baker, who owned thirty slaves, allowed many of them to hire out
their own time. By hiring out their own time, Baker’s slaves

exercised a greater degree of control over their labor than other

%UJ.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census, 1860: Free
Population, Norfolk, Virginia (Washington, D.C.: National
Archives Microfilm, 1967), 275-558.; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Eighth Census, 1860: Slave Population, Norfolk, Virginia
(Washington, D.C.: National Archives Microfilm, 1967), 259-80.

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1860: Slave Population, 259-80.
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slaves.!®

Yet, slavery remained a harsh institution, extracting much
physical strength from slaves. Slave narratives collected by
Virginia’s Works Progress Administration workers offer a glimpse
of the harsh labor conditions faced by slaves. Former Norfolk
slave Marrinda Jane Singleton remembered the unending schedule of
work during harvest time.

Dar was little time fer recreation ‘fo’ harvestin’

time; de greater part of work was done in the field.

After de crops had been gathered, we spent winter

evenings and days ’‘round de big house gatherin’ pine

wood, pickin’ cotton and corn seed for de coming year.

Dar was no holidays or time fer restin’.
Other accounts by urban and rural domestics revealed the
arduousness of being under master or mistress’s control. Susan
Broaddus, a Virginia slave, recalled her domestic tasks saying,

Was servin’ gal fo’ Missus. Used to have to stan’

behin’ her at de table an’ reach her de salt an’ syrup

an’ anything else she called fo’.
The concentration of tasks assigned to slaves, whether field or
household, often involved continuous physical routines performed
under supervision.!

Clearly, slaves had little control over their labor.

Statutes reinforced further an owner’s control over slave labor

¥Tpbid; Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South,
1820-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), 22-67, 266;

Claudia Dale Goldin, Urban Slavery in the American South
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 30.

lcharles L. Perdue Jr., Thomas E. Barden and Robert K.
Phillips, eds., Weevils in the Wheat: Interviews with Virginia
Ex-Slaves (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1976),
267, 55.
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and social behavior. Legal Codes in Virginia restricted slaves
from assembly, non-supervised religious worship, reading,
writing, and intermarriage and specified punishment by stripes
(whipping) .2

Free blacks faced many of the same legal restrictions
imposed upon slaves, as well as additional restrictions
sanctioned by law or custom. Many of these restrictions
prohibited free blacks from achieving economic independence.

Laws prohibited free blacks from selling spirits or keeping a
saloon. In Norfolk, free blacks could not obtain operation
permits or licenses without a character reference from a white
citizen. Legal controls limited free blacks’ social and economic
progress.?

Free blacks found their economic freedom further curtailed
by unequal punishment for legal violations. For traveling
without her free register, Elizabeth Cuffee, a free black woman,
was confined to jail. In order to pay her legal expenses of
$12.75, Cuffee was hired out at 10 cents a day by the sergeant in
charge of her case. 1In addition, the sergeant was entitled to a
5 percent commission for hiring her labor. Restrictions and
punishments confined free blacks to limited economic accumulation

and often reduced them to a status of slavery.™

2Jane Purcell Guild, Black Laws of Virginia (New York: Negro
Universities Press, 1969), 71, 167.

BIbid., 121; City of Norfolk, Order Book (Volume 41: 1861-
1866), 95.

Ycity of Norfolk, Order Book, 11.
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Legal restrictions, licensing fees, lack of education, 1lack
of skills, prejudice, taxes, and lack of capital severely limited
Norfolk’s free blacks from entering the skilled trades in large
numbers. Only 19 free black men in the 1860 Census listed trades
as artisans (cooper, caulker, painter, brickmason, carpenter,
plasterer, and shoemaker). Artisans typically earned a daily
wage of $1.75. Approximately 34 free black men listed
occupations in the semi-skilled service trades (barbers,
glaziers, confectioners, butcher, baker, bartender, cook, waiter,
porter, and sexton). A small number of free black men,
approximately 31, took advantage of the marine surroundings and
worked as oystermen, boatmen, and seamen. Not surprisingly, the
largest number of free black men, approximately 70, were employed
as unskilled laborers or servants. Day laborers typically earned
a daily wage of $1.25, and boarding servants typically earned a
daily wage of 85 cents. Draymen, hod carriers, hackmen,
hucksters, wood sawyers, stackmen, laborers, launderers, and
servants held physically strenuous jobs often reserved for blacks
alone because of their intense-physical demands. Only 15 free
black men of working age did not list an occupation, indicating
the economic necessity of working for survival in Norfolk’s free
black community.

While free black men were often confined to the lower levels

5y.s. Bureau of the Census, 1860: Free Population, 275-558;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census, 1860: Social Statistics
of the City of Norfolk (Washington, D.C.: National Archives
Microfilm, 1967).
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of the employment pool, free black women, stigmatized by both
race and sex, were limited to even fewer opportunities. Women
were employed either in service occupations or as unskilled
laborers. The range of occupations open to free black women in
Norfolk was limited to laundress, servant, cook, seamstress, or
nurse. These occupations involved long hours of strenuous
physical labor and placed women in the employer’s home where they
were subjected to constant supervision as well as threats of
physical violence. In addition, free black women were paid a
lower rate than free black men and often less than white women
engaged in the same service. While boarding male domestics were
paid 85 cents a day, boarding female domestics were paid an
average of 21 cents a day. Free black women had limited
occupational pursuits and earned low wages, confining them to the
lower levels of the economic scale.!®

The small number of free blacks who owned real and personal
property offered further evidence of the harsh economic
conditions they faced. Only 53 free blacks acquired real and
personal property cumulatively totaling $15,055. Most of these
free blacks were between 30-50 years old, had a steady semi-

skilled occupation, and were male. Property values ranged from

16y.8. Bureau of the Census, 1860: Free Population, 275-558;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census, 1860: Social
Statistics, Norfolk, Virginia (Washington, D.C.: National
Archives Microfilm, 1967), 273-78; Jacqueline Jones, Labor of

Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family from
Slavery to the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 1986), 3.
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$10 to $2,500 with a mean of $284."

Compared to other cities in Virginia in 1860, Norfolk did
not stand out as an economically prosperous city for free blacks.
In Fredericksburg, a smaller town, 21 free blacks owned real
estate property compared to less than ten real estate property
owners in Norfolk. In the more populous city of Richmond, five
times as many free blacks owned property as did free blacks in
Norfolk. Importantly, gains for free blacks in Fredericksburg
and Richmond could be attributed to the overall economic health
of these cities. Industry in Richmond particularly provided an
increasing number of skilled job opportunities for free blacks.
In Norfolk, the economic position of the majority of free blacks
was restricted by the small number of industrial opportunities.
The stagnant state of Norfolk’s economy provided another obstacle
to the growth and formation of a strong black economic
structure.!®

Slaves and free blacks alike wanted change in their economic
status. They believed that change would come only when slavery
ended and the enslaving limits placed on free blacks were

abolished. The Civil War was the catalyst for such changes.

UNION OCCUPATION AND EARLY RECONSTRUCTION EXPERTIMENTS

7y.8. Bureau of the Census, 1860: Free Population, 275-558.

Bruther Porter Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property
Holding in Virginia 1830-1860 (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co.,
1942), 142; Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in
the Antebellum South (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 248-49.
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The Civil War ushered in many changes for blacks in Norfolk.
Union troops captured Norfolk on May 10, 1862, and the city
remained under Union Army control until April 1865. For the
black community of Norfolk, these years were marked by a series
of great changes. A number of important land, labor, and social
experiments, forever altering the status of blacks, took place in
and around Norfolk during the Civil War years. Experiments in
free labor on government farms, soldiering for the Union Army,
education and relief from Army and Northern missionaries, and
growth of the black population all took place from 1862-1865.%

Beginning in 1861, slaves sensed their coming freedom.
With the coming of the Civil War, many rural slaves claimed
freedom and escaped to the cities and to Union lines. In the
.city, rural slaves sought not only an escape from harsh physical
field labor, but also refuge in an established black community.
Running away marked the first steps taken by slaves to secure
freedom. Testing the boundaries of freedom in this way, slaves
demonstrated their eagerness for freedom. Hereafter, slaves did
not retreat from the course to secure independence.?

One of the first steps taken to alter the status of Southern
blacks involved the actions of Benjamin Butler, Commander of the

Department of Virginia and North Carolina. In May 1861, Butler

YLenoir Chambers, "Notes on Life in Occupied Norfolk, 1862-
1865," Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 73 (April
1965): 133.

Wlouis S. Gerteis, From Contraband to Freedman: Federal

Policy Toward Southern Blacks 1861-1865 (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1973), 7.
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declared three escaped slaves at Fortress Monroe "contraband" of
war. In July 1861, Congress reinforced Butler’s decree with the
First Confiscation Act, discouraging the return of fugitive
slaves by Union soldiers. Within a year, in July 1862, Congress
strengthened the Confiscation Act by forbidding the return of
fugitive slaves and liberating the slaves of those serving in the
rebellion. Later that year, September 1862, President Lincoln
issued the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. The
Emancipation Proclamation became effective January 1, 1863,
forever freeing slaves in the rebel states. Because Norfolk was
occupied by Union forces at the time of the Proclamation, Norfolk
slaves were not freed by the Proclamation. Regardless, slaves in
the area surrounding Norfolk abandoned bondage.?

The number of rural slaves fleeing to Norfolk increased
dramatically upon the city’s capture. George Neville, a white
citizen of Norfolk, complained to his fiancee about the constant
arrival of blacks in the city. Neville wrote,

There must be very few negroes left in this section of

the country; thousands have come here from the

neighboring counties of Virginia and North Carolina.

They come in droves from twenty to a hundred.

Census figures taken by Union soldiers between July 1, and August
20, 1863, give an indication of the dramatic numbers of blacks

fleeing to Union lines. Virginia Hayes Shepherd, a slave child

2Tra Berlin, ed., Barbara J. Fields, Thavolia Glymph, Joseph
P.Reidy and Leslie S. Rowland, associate eds., Freedom: A
Documentary History of Emancipation 1861-1867,The Destruction of
Slavery, Series I Volume I (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), 61-65.
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whose mother brought her to Norfolk during the war, remembered
the aura of freedom in Norfolk during the war.
We come to Norfolk durin’ the war. Come for freedom

an’ [to] be safe. When the war was goin’ on, Norfolk

was full of soldiers, an’ everythin’ else. They either

came to Norfolk or Hampton....Slaves wasn’t quite free.

Abe Lincoln said they was, but Lee hadn’t surrendered

yet. Mos’ o’ them thought they was free.

During this period, Union officers recorded 18,983 blacks in the
counties of Norfolk, Nasmond, and Princess Anne. These numbers
represent a dramatic increase from the prewar county population
of approximately 6,000.%

In response to overcrowded conditions in the city, the Army
established contraband camps at Craney Island and just outside
Fort Norfolk. Palmer Litts, a missionary sent to Norfolk by the
American Missionary Association (AMA), reported 1,200 contraband
at the Craney Camp on December 1, 1862. Before the end of the
month, Litts recorded the arrival of 300 additional contraband.
The different commanders of the Department of Virginia and North
Carolina had various plans for the contraband. While Generals
Wool and Butler sought to utilize the labor of the contraband,

General Dix made plans to transfer them North. The contraband

rejected Dix’s plans for Northern transfer, and he acquiesced.

ZLetters from George Neville to Nellie Newman, August 19,
1862, Special Collections Alderman Library, Charlottesville,
University of Virginia; Perdue, Weevils in the Wheat, 262;
Berlin, Freedom: The Destruction of Slavery, 91; U.S. Bureau of
the Census, Ninth Census, 1870: Population Statistics
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 281.
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Instead, Wool’s and Butler'’s labor programs were adopted.?

Life within Union Army lines in Norfolk provided the first
experiment in paid wage labor for former slaves. Blacks were
employed as laborers paid with wages and rations. Blacks pursued
a variety of skilled occupations as teamsters, mechanics,
stevedores, scouts, and spies, and as such, rendered useful
service to the Union Army. In some units, skilled black
craftsmen received as much as $15 a month payment. Unskilled
blacks labored on trenches, fortifications, and other barricades,
receiving payment of $10 monthly. Black women served the ranks
as laundresses, cooks, and nurses. While most women worked for
rations for themselves and their families, some women received
payment of $5 monthly. For former slaves, the payment of wages
for labor in the Army set the wage standard they agitated for in
future employment.?

One of the most revolutionary measures taken by the
commanders of the Union Army was the enlistment of black
soldiers. In November 1863, Benjamin Butler enlisted blacks into
the ranks of the Department of Virginia. When some Norfolk

recruiters forced blacks into military service, the black

Bletter from Palmer Litts to Rev. S.S. Jocelyn, December 1,
1862, American Missionary Association Manuscripts (AMA), Virginia
(New Orleans: Dillard University Microfilm, 1985); Berlin,
Freedom: The Destruction of Slavery, 63-66.

%Ira Berlin, ed., Joseph P. Reidy and Leslie S. Rowland,
associate eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation
1861-1867, The Black Military Experience, Series II (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 115.; Gerteils, Contraband to
Freedman, 19-20.
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community, with missionary support, protested. In response to
black protest, Butler issued new guidelines for recruitment.
Still, problems of impressment continued. Yet, voluntary
enlistment of blacks from tidewater Virginia and North Carolina
was high, with as many as 11,000 recruits. Once in the Army,
blacks fought for equal pay, education, and equal treatment. The
role of black soldiers in the "war for the liberation of slavery"
led to new hope in the black community for transcending
established boundaries in the future.?

Charles Grandy, a runaway slave who fled to Norfolk, worked
for the Union Army in Norfolk in 1862. Grandy, who was hiding
out in the countryside, was discovered by a Union soldier, who
took him back to the camp where Grandy worked as a cook. The
officers offered to pay Grandy wages for his work, but Grandy
refused saying he would work for anything they could give him, no
matter how small, as long as he didn’t have to return to slavery.
Eventually Grandy was recruited as a soldier in the 19th regiment
of Wisconsin Company E. Within a year he was transferred back to
Fortress Monroe, and he served there for a year. Grandy also
served in the Navy for a year as a cutter boat serviceman on the
U.S. Lawrence. Grandy remained in Norfolk after the war, working
as a laborer in the Navy Yard.®

Like Charles Grandy, Cornelius Garner was a runaway slave

who escaped to Norfolk and enlisted in the Union Army in 1864.

BBerlin, Freedom: The Black Military Experience, 115.

¥perdue, Weevils in the Wheat, 113-18.
















































































































































































































