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he ability of labor contracts—such as the one referenced above—to ease racial tension
ind to restore southern agricultural productivity.’ Indeed, the Bureau all but required
Teedmen and women to accept work. According to General O.0. Howard, the
3ureau’s Commissioner, freedmen and women “should be encouraged, and if
1ecessary, compelled to labor for their own support.” Orlando Brown, the Virginia
‘reedmen’s Bureau assistant commissioner, instructed his subordinates that:

Your duties will be to protect the negroes in their rights as freemen, to see
that ... they are not oppressed or injured by their former masters by false
charges, unjust punishment or otherwise.

You will aid them, by your advice, in making contracts for their services.

You will also let them understand, that when their contracts for services
are made with the whites, they are under obligations to and must fulfill
the same. You will annul all contracts that may have been made with the
Jfreedmen, that are injurious and unconscionable.

You will not issue rations to any person able to work, for whom
employment can be found.’

It remained to be seen to what extent the labor contracts negotiated by the
'reedmen’s Bureau would differ from work formerly compelled by masters of their
laves. One Louisiana contract, for example, required a freedwoman to behave “myself
s when I was owned by him as a slave.”® Other landowners used more subtle language
1 an attempt to reassert the authority they had held as slaveowners.” Landowner John
"aylor, for example, required that the freedmen contracting with him “labour diligently
nd faithfully and to perform all duties required of them.” This language is broad
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vartnership crop of corn.”'® Ultimately, Kirk and Clark ended up in a Culpeper County,
/irginia, court over the matter.

It is unclear from the Freedmen’s Bureau records whether Henry Clarke ever
eceived any wages for his work. His story reflects the precarious position of newly
reed men and women as they sought to establish some measure of economic
ndependence in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War. Yet it also reveals that
vhile the Freedmen’s Bureau existed (March 1865 through June 1872) freed slaves
ould challenge former slaveowners for wages owed and be supported in doing so by
ae Federal Government.

Teaching Suggestions

) Read segments of this article or share copies of some of the documents with your
tudents. Review the following vocabulary words with your students: Contract,
‘econstruction, Freedmen, Freedwomen, Wage Labor, and Thirteenth Amendment.

) Lead a class discussion on the topic of freedom. How would students define the
ord freedom? How do they think that the former slaves mentioned in this article
rould define the word.

) Ask students to imagine that they are the freedman Henry Clarke. Direct them to
rite a letter from Clarke to the Freedmen’s Bureau regarding the wages that he did not
sceive and his hopes for the future.

he National Archive’s website, DocsTeach (http://docsteach.org/), contains a large,
-owing, but easily searchable database of hundreds of the Archives’ most teachable
ycuments regarding the Civil War and Reconstruction and other topics. It also
icludes a dynamic set of interactive lesson-building tools. The primary sources
ntain the content of American history; the interactive tools offer a means of
sveloping students’ historical and critical thinking skills. Below are three learning
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