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The Bureau of Refugees, 
Freedmen, and 
Abandoned Lands -
Kahlil Chism 

On March 3, 1865, Congress established 
the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, 
and Abandoned Lands (Freedmen's 
Bureau) within the War Department of 
the federal government (13 Stat. 507). 
Two months later, President Andrew 
Johnson appointed Major General 
Oliver Otis Howard as Commissioner 
of the Freedmen's Bureau. Howard, who 
served in this capacity until the bureau 
was discontinued in 1872, established 
bureau headquarters in Washington, 
D.C., in "a townhouse on the northeast 
corner of T and Nineteenth streets, 
which had been confiscated from a 
Congressman who defected to the 
Confederacy.") The bureau's opera­
tions were confined principally to the 
former Confederate states, the border 
states (the five slave states that bordered 
both Union and Confederate states), 
and the District of Columbia. Assistant 
commissioners who reported to Howard 
supervised the work of the bureau in 
the five military districts into which the 
states had been divided. Officers sub­
ordinate to the assistant commissioners 
carried out the policies and oversaw the 
operation of the 25 bureau field offices 
located throughout the five districts. z 

During the years of its greatest 
activity, the operations of the Freedmen's 
Bureau resembled, in many ways, a 
modern-day social services agency. In 
addition to supervising the disposition 
of abandoned or confiscated lands 

and property, bureau officers in each 
district supervised the writing of labor 
contracts, issued marriage licenses and 
certificates, and established schools. 
They also issued rations and clothing 
to destitute refugees and freedmen, 
operated hospitals, and assisted black 
soldiers and sailors and their heirs in 
filing and collecting claims for bounties, 
pensions, and pay arrearages. However, 
the bureau's legacy rests largely upon its 
efforts during more than three years to 
assist former slaves in acquiring land, 
securing employment, legalizing mar­
riages, and pursuing education. 3 

By the beginning of 1869, most 
of the work of the Freedmen's Bureau 
had come to an end. An act of Congress 
approved on July 25, 1868 (15 Stat. 
193), provided that on January 1, 1869, 
the commissioner was to withdraw the 
bureau officers from the states and dis­
continue the functions of the bureau 
excepting those relating to education 
and to the collection and payment of 
claims. Effective June 30, 1872, the 
bureau was abolished by an act of 
Congress approved June 10, 1872 (17 
Stat. 366).4 

The records of the Freedmen's 
Bureau are in the holdings of the 
National Archives and Records 
Administration (more than 1,ooo cubic 
feet of records have been preserved).5 

These records reveal a great deal about 
Reconstruction, the first comprehensive 
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government "social service" agency, and 
the transition of African Americans 
from enslavement, through emancipa­
tion, to citizenship. The four documents 
featured in this article provide an engag­
ing entry point for learning and teaching 
about the Freedmen's Bureau. 

Acquiring Land: 

Applications of Refugees and 

Freedmen for Government Lands, in 

accordance with Circular No. 10 ... 

State of Louisiana, October 3- 9, 1865 

On August 28, 1865, Louisiana's 
assistant commissioner, Thomas W. 
Conway, ordered his subordinate, First 
Lieutenant D. G. Fenno, to issue Circular 
Number 10, informing the state's freed­
men and refugees that those "who desire 
to procure land for their own use, may 
send their applications to these head­
quarters at any time between this date 
and January 1, 1866." The circular 
spelled out the information that each 
applicant would be expected to submit 
to the bureau prior to obtaining land. 
This information included the number 
of his family, the number of acres desired, 
the amount of means at his command 
with which he intended to carry out 
the lease, and other information (see 
featured document, Application of 
Refugees for Government Lands). 

. Circular Number 10 made no reference 
to female heads of households. While 



The Records 
of the 

Freedmen's 
Bureau 

The four documents featured 
in t his article, along with other 
select Freedmen's Bureau records, 

are included in t he Public Vaults 
exhibit at t he National Arch ives 
in Washington, D.C. In t his new 

permanent, interactive exhibit, 
visitors can experience the feel­

ing of going beyond the walls of 
the Rotunda into t he stack areas 
of the National Archives. 

As a result of the Freedmen's 
Bureau Records Preservation Act 

of 2000, t housands of selected 
records from the bureau's 

Washington headquarters 
and field offices have been 
reproduced on microfilm. For 
a detailed description of the 

agency's Freedmen's Bureau 
microfilm holdings, see the 
article by Archivist Reginald 
Washington, "From Slavery to 

Freedom: Preserving the Records 
of the Freedmen's Bureau;' avail­

able online at www.archives.gov/cal­

endar/features/2oo2/o1-o2.html. 

During January and February 
of 2006, the National Archives 

will be hosting panel d iscus~ 

sions-Freedmen's Bureau Project 

Symposium, Parts I and 11- as well 
as short-term exhibits of addi­

t ional Freedmen's Bureau records. 
For more information on these 
programs in Washington, D.C., 
visit www.archives.gov/calendar/. 

Finally, Howard University has 

been working on a project to 
provide online access to select 
records of the Freedmen's Bureau. 

The searchable site is available at 
hufast.howard.edu/freedmensbureau­

website/goals.htm. 

there is no documentation suggesting 
that women were barred from applying 
for land directly, none of the primary 
applicants from the pages of the regis­
try book featured in this article were 
women. 

Most of the freedmen whose names 
appear in the registry book probably 
learned of the land opportunity via 
The New Orleans Tribune, a local 
African American newspaper printed 
in both English and French that adver­
tised the details of Circular Number 
10. The featured document shows that 
between October 3 and October 9 of 
1865, 51 freedmen- acting on behalf 
of themselves, 45 women, and 83 chil­
dren- applied for 530 acres of land. 
Under the terms described in the act 
of Congress of March 3, which created 
the bureau ( 13 Stat. 507 ), certain con­
fiscated lands were to be leased to male 
heads-of-households for a period of 
three years, at an annual rate not greater 
than six percent of the 186o appraisal 
value of the land. During the three years, 
the applicant had the right to purchase 
the land at the 186o value. 

Freedmen who were interested in 
leasing land from the bureau had to 
have resources and a plan ("Means" 
and "Remarks") in order to apply. 
These requirements varied by appli­
cant. Some, such as applicant number 
189, Napoleon Bonaparte, who was 
only applying for 10 acres of land, had 
only $30 in cash and 25 barrels of corn 
with which to begin his life as a free 
man. Others, such as Andrew Green 
and nine associates, requested 100 
acres, and had $200 in cash, 5 bales 
of cotton, 6oo barrels of corn, and 
$300 in wages due. Their plan was to 
raise cotton, sugar cane, and corn on 
the former Ashland Plantation, in the 
Parish of Ascension. Interestingly, entry 
number 191 shows Alexander Eubanks 
and 10 others applying for the same 
100 acres of the Ashland Plantation as 
the Green group. Considering that the 
13th Amendment, abolishing slavery, 
would not be ratified until December 
of that year, the applicants' ranges of 
accumulated wealth suggests a spirit of 
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thrift, cooperation, and industriousness 
among the formerly enslaved that some 
may find surprising. 

Securing Employment: Labor 

Agreement between James Mitchell 

and Richard and Mary, for the Year of 

1866, Tennessee 

The bureau helped freedmen transi­
tion from being enslaved to being wage­
earning laborers. Labor contracts, such 
as the one entered into by formerly 
enslaved couple Richard and Mary, 
capture some of the employment con­
ditions faced immediately after eman­
cipation (see Agreement between James 
Mitchell and Richard and Mary) . The 
couple, whose surnames have been lost 
to history like that of so many others, 
were hired by James Mitchell to labor 
on Mitchell's land for all but the last five 
days of 1866. In addition to the quota 
of crops they agreed to grow for him, 
they were expected "to do any kind of 
labor Said James Mitchell may deem 
necessary outside of the crop." Richard 
and Mary indicated their consent to the 
agreement by placing an "X" by their 
names, signifying that they could not 
write. 

During Reconstruction, planters 
throughout the South contracted with 
former slaves for their labor. All labor 
contracts between planters and freed­
men had to be in writing and approved 
by Freedmen's Bureau officials. The 
bureau also supervised indenture and 
apprenticeship agreements. Under many 
of those contracts, black school-aged, 
orphaned, and destitute children were 
bound to former owners as laborers. 

Legalizing Marriages: 

Certificate of Matrimony for Joseph 
and Mary Provines of Nashville, 

Tennessee, April 23, 1866 

On May 30, 1865, Commissioner 
Howard issued Circular Number 5, 
which told his subordinates "in places 
where the local statutes make no pro­
visions for the marriage of persons of 
color, the Assistant Commissioners are 

continued on page 2 6 
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1. Paired Brainstorming Activity 
Remind students that President Lincoln's issuance of the 

Emancipation Proclamation, the defeat of the Confederate 

army, and the passage of the 13th Amendment resulted in the 

freeing of approximately four million black people. Upon 

being freed, the former slaves found themselves in dire straits. 

Ask pairs of students to consider the following questions, and 

list their answers on the board: 

What needs did the ex-slaves have after slavery ended? 

(Answers might include: food, clothing, housing, employment, 

education, and voting rights.) 

What wants did the ex-slaves have after being freed? 

(Answers might include: education, political rights, land, and 

social equality.) 

What resources did they have at their disposal to meet their 

needs and wants? (Answers might include: money, farming 

implements, or work experience.) 

Which of the freedmen's needs and wants were tangible? 

(Answers might include: land, money, or housing.) 

Which of the freedmen's needs and wants were intangible? 

(Answers might include: political rights, social equality, 

equal protection of the law, safety from acts of violence, or 

education.) 

2. Small-group Activity 
Divide students into groups of four or five and inform them 

that in March of 1865, the federal government established 

the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands 

(the Freedmen's Bureau) to address many of the concerns 

that students listed in Activity # 1. Instruct students to take 

on the role of government officials working for the bureau 

and to select the four most important issues from their list. 

Ask them to come up with a strategy for addressing each of 

the four issues. Ask a representative from each group to share 

their strategy with the class. 

The following teaching suggestions correlate 

to the National Standards for U.S. History, Era s. 

standards 3a - 3c, and historical thinking skills 

standards 4a and sa. 

3. Document Analysis Activity and Discussion 
Duplicate and distribute the featured documents to students. 

Ask them to consider the following questions, and lead a class 

discussion based on their answers: 

• What types of documents are these? 

What dates are listed in the documents? 

Who created the documents (position and title)? 

Why do you think these documents were written? 

List two things each document tells you about life in the United 

States at the time the documents were created. 

List two things from each document that you were surprised 

to learn about the conditions the freedmen were facing, about 

the institution of slavery, and about the Freedmen's Bureau. 

4. Writing Activity 
Provide students with a copy of the article; ask them to read 

it and then to write a two-page essay comparing what the 

Freedmen's Bureau actually did with what they thought the 

bureau would do (in Activity #2). 

s. Writing Activity 
Inform students that the Freedmen's Bureau records still exist 

and that in zooo, with the passage of congressional legislation 

and appropriations, National Archives staff members and 

volunteers began a five-year project to preserve, microfilm, 

and make available to a variety of audiences, the records 

created by the bureau. Ask student to identify, in writing, the 

value that these records hold for each of the following groups: 

(Genealogists, Historians, Educators, Filmmakers). 

Ask students to identify other groups that may have a 

particular interest in Freedmen's Bureau records. 

6. Extended Research Activity 
Encourage students to conduct research on one of the follow­

ing topics, and to share their findings with the class. 

Maj. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard 

The founding of Howard University 

The legislation that created the Freedmen's Bureau 

The abolishment of the Freedmen's Bureau 

The Freedmen's Savings Bank and Trust Company 

Southern whites' reaction to the Freedmen's Bureau. 
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By the authority of Ci1·culm· No. 5, dated AssrsTA.l'iT CoMMISSIONER's OFFICE KY . 

. \ ~n TENN., 1Vashville, Feb. 26, 1866, I certify that I have this day united~. ¥L 51 ' A. j) . ~ t: t:.<~~~ t; ,tz;_/(~ 
a. ~ and _ _ lf-r-T ~.....; - , colored, zn __the bonds of matrimony. 

lltey having been living together as man and wife for about J~ 7- a...-J years past: 

and have had, as the result thereqf, the following children, viz: 

-~£~~-2.~ _./Jged about_L_Lyears. fit}~ 
Jf:-:.~---7/- M.:-t_g_?_L-- /)Ld dvtd----.L:.~a.:.~~- <t-';t it, d h~ 
ib___LyltS_,_ __ ~-~ :lfL-~ fr~~ d - d~~~~~ /L/7 .1~ 

I / 
;f:Z/(_ /1 r- p-f~ ___ 4__~q£'-_/;~ :1 ?<~~ /f/ Z-~£-v ~~.)A ¢a 1-fJ· /W-e-u 4- ~ 
~<->--Jl!~1~.1_&yvdvz4 0'}- .f!J a/£~,.._. :.___;::__----' _ ___ _ _ 

- -----·---· 

- ---------~-------·- · -----------~--------.....:.---'-----~---

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand in duplicate at office in Lebanon. 

rVilson County, TennelJsec, .!lpril ~u _, 1866. 

S. B. F..,. C. BARR~ Sup~t; 
"Wilson County . 
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[En. Fo&lt, No. 4.] 

SUB-ASSISTANT COYMISSIO~ER'S (OR ~~GENT'~) ~WNTHLY REPORT 
on Eilucati@ of Frctdmm and Refuf!ees in 8ub-Di.•tritf, 8tate oj_/L-;. ~ .0U-~t.; in.char:Je o/ _1/!:L~.-~..u:n/. roe; 
for the .Jfonfh ~f "'-~~;;c: __ 1868, [in accordance <eillt order c(Hl{ained in Oircular No. 5, Bureau R., F., & .A.L.] 

'· NumOOr of your "i:~its to ~hoo1s? df>ay? -Night? J Sabbath? 

s. Numberofed¥eationn.lmeetiog•heldbyyouduringthemonth? 1._ Where? /.2[~~.£.~ /1-~r..J' ~~ 

9_ Xum!Nr and names of I!laws, now de:;tJtute, in which Da.y~Scb.ools might Le orgnni~e~ ~ ~~~ ~~ ~~ 4, 
~~,/c-~&~-~ .. ~a-~4--Z/k,t'· /t;:Z-?;...-; ~~, >ua... ~~-~ ~;j9 ~;(%7:Zfif:i~7~~d ~c, /. / ---L ...a. 

):;;~~pu~z.;u~ce://~/~ ~~~ #t7 ··• ~~;;;;t 

11. Amount whi<b would prolMhly be raised by the Froedmen, for sohool putJX>Si'S, in each destitute nei~borhood? ·~# ~-L ,.!- /V'l>_ d 

,?/, • . ""· ,.../-:., r 

12. Vthat efforts are you m:..kilia; to seeure tha su.pport o: schools by pupils, parent;$, boards oi educJ.tion, or the State government! J40.~ /~ .~ ~ . • ? --
F'ti #-:;c/;-M~ ~ ~ ~-"?/a.:..:.?~~ c:z~~+-...6. .?5 ,~2~ 

da ~.,/.a;,.,/ Pac.£u-//.r 7 c:f. C ....... ,.c.;z;;z;-"" /' 
13. Whole nuraher oi aJJiL.~ SchoGl--hoases, for Freedmen. now ''""3-D.ted. in your Sub-Distritt? (/', 

,==·=-======~======~============~============= 
I hereby certify, on honor, that I ha;·e given personal attention to the matters herein named, and tha~the _wers given 

ure, nccerding to my best knowledge and belief, correct. ff??'Z; · ../ / 
~~ 

s.,J Aut Cam, Bureau R.,F.,d:A.L. 
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authorized to designate officers who shall 

keep a record of marriages, which may be 

solemnized by any ordained minister of 

the gospel:' 

While many-slave couples formed 

lasting bonds during their enslavement, 

slave marriages had no legal foundation 

or protection. The abolishment of slav­

ery not only meant citizenship, but the 

ability to have legally recognized mar­

riages without fear of the loss of a spouse 

through sale. The bureau facilitated new 

marriages, and recorded preexisting ones, 

such as the marriage of Joseph and Mary 

Provines, of Lebanon, Tennessee. Mr. and 

Mrs. Provines, whose marriage was legally 

recognized by the bureau on April 23, 

1866, had in fact been married for about 

21 years (see Certificate of Matrimony/or 
Joseph and Mary Provines). 

Tennessee and Mississippi enacted 

laws by 1867 requiring former slave cou­

ples to register their marriages with local 

county officials. In Tennessee, if local offi­

cials refused to issue licenses, qualified 

Freedmen's Bureau officers were autho-

rized to perform marriage ceremonies and 

issue licenses and certificates.6 

Pursuing Education: 
Agent's Monthly Report on Education 

of Freedmen and Refugees in 

Sub-District, North Carolina, 

November 1868. 

Although the education work of the 

bureau began in the summer of 1865 
with the appointment of superintendents 

of education in each of the states in which 

the bureau operated, the Education 

Division at bureau headquarters was not 

established until July 1866? The bureau 

facilitated the founding of nearly 3,000 

schools for the formerly enslaved and their 

children. The records they created include 

reports on the conditions and progress in 

these schools. 

Many freedmen's schools were super­

vised and staffed by members of private 

benevolent societies. Freedmen's Bureau 

agents were required to submit reports on 

educational efforts in the locations where 

Absolutely Free 

Lesson-Chapters in US History 
Intended for junior and senior high school students 

Includes such activities as simulated conventions, treaty negotiations, 

mock trials, Congressional debates, mock elections - especially designed 
to stimulate informed discussions on issues important to US History and 

to make connections to today. 

Topics Covered Include: 

* Trial of Anne Hutchinson * Boston Massacre Trial 
* Seneca Falls Convention and Women's Rights Today 

* Lincoln's Stand on Slavery and Union * Washington vs. DuBois and 
Malcolm X vs. MLK * Working Conditions and Minimum Wage 

* Scopes Trial and Intelligent Design * Ending the Great Depression 

* Yalta Conference * Decision on Dropping the Bomb 
* Korean War and Truman-MacArthur * McCarthy and Hiss 

And much, much more 

To obtain brochure & free lesson chapters just e-mail 

t .ladenburg@verizon. net 
and ask for lessons you want sent to you in PDF format 
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they were assigned. Reports on schools 

often included information about the 

number of students attending school, 

student progress, and the effectiveness of 

teachers. 

As revealed in a report from 

Lincolnton, North Carolina, despite their 

impoverished condition, freedmen often 

contributed to the support of their teacher 

by providing him or her food and a place 

to live. The push for public education 

in the former slaveholding states led by 

black politicians who were elected during 

Reconstruction was supported by freed­

men and women in places like Lincolnton. 

Their attitudes regarding education can 

be gleaned from the answers to questions 

number 12 and 19 (see Agents Monthly 
Report on Education of Freedmen, 

page25).~ 
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