Primary Source Unit 2, Document 2

Not Free Yet – Testimony by former slave Henry Adams to Congress in 1880.
Sharecropper Henry Adams testified before the U.S. Senate fifteen years after the 13th Amendment was passed.  Adams discusses the early days of his freedom, describing white planters' unfair labor practices and the violent, intimidating atmosphere in which ex-slaves felt compelled to work for their former masters.

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 I 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.

I told him I 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.  I told him I would not sign anything. I said, “I might sign to be killed. I believe the white people is trying to fool us.” But he said again, “Sign this contract so I can take it to the Yankees and have it recorded.” All our colored people signed it but myself and a boy named Samuel Jefferson.”  We will work without a contract.
On the day after the others had signed the contracts, we went to cutting oats. I 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 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 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 I asked the boss to let me go to Shreveport. He said, "All right, when will you come back?" I told him "next week." He said, "You had better carry a pass." I said, "I will see whether I am free by going without a pass."

I met four white men about six miles south of Keachie, De Soto Parish. One of them asked me who I 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. 

Source: National Archives and Records Administration
Document Based Questions: (Answer in your notes)
1. What type of document is this, who wrote/created it and when was it written/created?
2. What advice does Henry’s former master give him when he “frees” him? What do you think his motive is in giving such advice?
3. What did Henry say about being free and what did his former master tell him?
4. Why did Henry refuse to sign the contract presented by his former master?
5. What happened when Henry reached De Soto Parish?
6. Overall, what problems were faced by sharecroppers?  Were they truly free?
Primary Source Unit 2, Document 3
Laws Fail to Protect Us – A letter written by residents of Calhoun, GA in August of 1867.
Due to the increasing violence against them African American citizens of Calhoun, Georgia, requested protection from federal troops of the Third Military District.

Calhoun, Georgia, August 25, 1867

General:

We the Colored people of the town of Calhoun and County of Gordon desire to call your attention to the State of Affairs that now exist in our midst.

On the 16th day of the month, the Union Republican Party held a Meeting which the Colored people of the County attended en masse. Since that time we seem to have the particular hatred and spite of that class who were opposed to the principles set forth in that meeting.

Their first act was to deprive us the privilege to worship any longer in the Church. Since we have procured one of our own, they threaten us if we hold meetings in it.

There has been houses broken open, windows smashed and doors broken down in the dead hours of the night, men rushing in, cursing and swearing and discharging their Pistols inside the house. Men have been knocked down and unmercifully beaten and yet the authorities do not notice it at all. We would open a school here, but are almost afraid to do so, not knowing that we have any protection for life or limb.

We wish to do right, obey the Laws and live in peace and quietude but when we are assailed at the midnight hour, our lives threatened and the Laws fail to protect or assist us we can but defend ourselves, let the consequences be what they may. Yet we wish to avoid all such collisions.

We would respectfully ask that a few soldiers be sent here, believing it is the only way we can live in peace until after the Elections this fall.

[Twenty-four signatures]
Source: American Experience WGBH-TV Boston
Document Based Questions: (Answer in your notes)
1. What type of document is this, who wrote/created it and when was it written/created
2. What were Blacks prevented from doing?

3. What was happening to people in the town?

4. What do they saw about laws in the South?

5. What did the letter writers say was necessary to end the violence?
