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INTRODUCTION

In the late fall of 1864, as General William Tecumseh Sherman’s Union Army marched toward Savannah, Sally, a freedwoman, roamed the camps at night searching for her children. Ever since she and her husband, Ben, had joined the army on its March to the Sea, she had been asking everyone she met for “any clue” into her children’s whereabouts. When she encountered freed people who fled to the army and joined the march just like her, she would scan their faces and scrutinize them closely, hoping that by chance she might detect some distinguishing feature: a smile, a scar, or a mannerism, something only a mother would know and never forget. Her evening rounds became a camp ritual. Everyone knew of her search, even the soldiers, though most felt that she might as well have been searching for a “needle in a haystack.” In fact, all Sally knew was that ten years before, one of her children, her eight-year-old daughter, Nan, had been sold to the “lower country,” and that Nan might be down there yet. Late one evening, as the army neared Savannah, Sally got the news she’d been hoping for. A friend told her that he’d heard someone call his wife “Nan” and the woman just might be her daughter. Struck by the news, Sally stopped what she was doing, praised God, and did what any mother would do: she started running.1

Sally and Ben had both been enslaved in Georgia, probably somewhere near Atlanta. Little else is known about them except that earlier that fall their lives had changed forever. General Sherman’s monthslong campaign for Atlanta had concluded in a decisive Union victory. The city was now occupied by the US Army, which meant it had become a refuge for enslaved people residing on nearby plantations, men and women like Ben and Sally. Sometime that fall the two had taken flight. They had escaped to Atlanta, attained their freedom, and then found work laboring for the army. Ben had become a wagon driver for the Twentieth Army Corps; Sally had become a cook for one of the officers. When it came time for the army to move out of Atlanta in early November, they decided to go along. Perhaps they thought that camp life might better secure their freedom, but they must have also known that their journey could take them toward Savannah, to that place called the “lower country,” where they might reunite with their long-lost daughter.2

Little did Ben and Sally know that in marching along with Sherman’s army, they would take part in the largest emancipation event in US history. In the coming weeks sixty thousand soldiers would march overland from Atlanta to Savannah in what’s known as Sherman’s March to the Sea. Though neither Sherman nor most of his men had any desire to turn their march into one of liberation, the enslaved people they met en route certainly did. From the very start and at every stop along the way, enslaved people fled plantations and rushed into the army’s path. Men and women arrived at night or during the day. They came as families or as lone escapees. And some made long, circuitous journeys while others simply met the soldiers on the main road—or right there in the shadow of their homes. The movement was unlike anything anyone had ever seen. Soldiers described it as being practically providential. Enslaved people did, too. They hailed the soldiers as angels of the Lord and celebrated the army’s arrival as if it were the start of something prophetic, as if God himself had ordained the war and the days of Revelation had arrived.

Some of the men and women who ran to the army took the occasion to do just as Ben and Sally did and march along. Indeed, wherever the army went—plantations, homesteads, roadsides in between—enslaved people packed their bundles, said their goodbyes, and marched off with Sherman’s men. Some found work, often as cooks, laundresses, or laborers, and thus marched along with the main columns, but the vast majority who left traveled along somewhere at the army’s rear, with long lines of formerly enslaved people sometimes stretching well into the Georgia countryside. Mostly on foot and with little to eat or protect them from the cold of a Georgia winter, those men and women essentially traveled as wartime refugees. And as Sherman pushed his massive army toward Savannah, those refugees would soon swell the army’s lines, turning one of the war’s great military campaigns into a march of liberation.

By the time Sherman’s army arrived on the coast, as many as twenty thousand freed people followed—all marching, one soldier would write, “somewhere toward freedom.”3



The story of Sherman’s March has never been told quite like this. Instead, for much of the twentieth century the question has been whether Sherman’s March represented an early instance of “total war”—or, said differently, whether Sherman’s “hard-war” policies previewed the civilian horrors of twentieth-century warfare. Scholars now see the issue as mostly settled. As hard as Sherman wanted to make the war, he never targeted civilians outright, and his March was never as horrific as, say, the bombing of Dresden or the Rape of Nanjing. Yet for decades the question loomed so large that it continues to frame the history of the campaign. To write about Sherman’s March has been to write about warfare; it’s been to focus on the soldiers, on Sherman, or on how he endeavored to “make war so terrible” that generations would pass before the South ever considered rebelling again. As a result, we’ve typically imagined the March as a military campaign and with a few exceptions have traditionally treated it as military history.4

One of the principal claims of this book, however, is that to understand Sherman’s March is to reimagine its history by seeing it for what it truly was: a veritable freedom movement. That was clearly how the enslaved people saw it. From the moment Sherman moved his army out of Atlanta, enslaved people across Georgia appraised the situation, knowing that wherever the army went, freedom went also. That calculation led tens of thousands of enslaved people to travel down roads and footpaths and creek beds, sometimes enduring incredible hardships, in an attempt to reach army lines. Yet it wasn’t just the movement of enslaved people that made the March such a freedom movement; it was the movement of the army as well. The way the army marched—its speed, its breadth, and the intensity with which it broke the back of the planter class—cut out a space deep in the heart of Georgia wide enough for enslaved people to begin imagining freedom as something real, as something coming within reach, and as something that existed in the path of the March. That mix of movement, momentum, and meaning defined the entire campaign.

Another implication of this focus on the army has to do with how we view the March’s aftermath. We often think of Sherman’s March through Georgia as simply the Savannah Campaign—meaning the roughly 250-mile march from Atlanta to Savannah in November and December 1864. We also sometimes follow the march to Savannah but then quickly shift the story’s focus to Sherman’s next move: the army’s push through the Carolinas and on to Durham, North Carolina, where Confederate general Joseph E. Johnston surrendered his army in April 1865. But the problem with this narrative is that it obscures what happened in January and February in Savannah and therefore misses the fact that Sherman’s March initiated a sprawling refugee crisis along the coast of Georgia and South Carolina. The crisis began as an attempt to resettle the freed refugees at a federal outpost on the South Carolina Sea Islands and ended in tragedy: men and women died from sickness and exposure; freed people landed in places ill equipped to support them; and thousands of people found themselves experiencing freedom in what were effectively foreign lands, in places far from home and in unfamiliar environments.

This book tells a new story by bringing this history of the March’s aftermath to the fore. In doing so, however, it actually revisits a venture that historians have been writing about for decades, a project known as the Port Royal Experiment. Based on a set of barrier islands surrounding a wide deepwater sound just north of Savannah, the Port Royal Experiment was an early model—or “rehearsal,” as one historian described it—of Reconstruction. Its goal was to begin the transition from slavery to freedom by instituting a free labor regime on the region’s abandoned plantations. Its presence on the islands—indeed, its foothold—was why Sherman decided to send the refugees there to begin with. But if we accept the project’s dubious label as an experiment, it’s clear that Sherman’s arrival in Savannah represented the uncontrolled variable that no one had seen coming. The presence of so many refugees transformed that self-contained outpost in an isolated corner of the war into the site of a full-fledged crisis. Historians have known and written about Port Royal, but the story of the Georgia refugees has largely gone untold.5

These arguments point to Somewhere Toward Freedom’s main argument: that Sherman’s March was a turning point in the history of American freedom. I mean this, on the one hand, in a very real and grassroots sense: it was the largest emancipation event in our history and one of the largest in the rise and fall of Atlantic slavery. The army’s movements from Atlanta to Savannah channeled enormous force, enough to destroy Georgia’s slave system, pummel the planter class, and bring freedom to some untold thousands of enslaved people. The collective movement of so many enslaved people—first to the army and then behind the army—did the same. It dismantled slavery from within, undermined the Confederate project, and kept the idea of freedom at the center of the campaign. In fact, one way to understand the March is that it did in effect what the Emancipation Proclamation could do only on paper.

On the other hand, I mean this in a much larger and perhaps more abstract sense. The best way to describe it is that the March was, as Sherman himself once put it, like “a good-entering wedge.” Because the army moved with such overwhelming momentum and because the freed refugees followed the army, the combination of the two had implications and aftereffects that expanded out from the source. Some of those effects were political in nature, having to do with emancipation on a national level; others were more humanitarian and had to do with the fate of the freed refugees. In either case, the result was a series of twists and turns that set the agenda for postwar Reconstruction. The history of the Freedmen’s Bureau, the origins of land reform, and indeed the very meaning of freedom all have their origins in either the March or its aftermath. Though we’ve typically looked at Sherman’s March only as one of the last campaigns of the Civil War, it was also an early battle of Reconstruction, a wartime crucible that went on shaping American society long after the marching stopped and the campaign came to a close.6



Over and over, in soldiers’ letters and diaries, in war reminiscences and in official military reports, freed people expressed themselves through the idea of “Jubilee.” It was the idiom of the age, the metaphor of emancipation, and it bounced like choral notes above the rough sounds of a marching army. Freed people celebrated Sherman’s arrival in Savannah by singing the songs of Jubilee—often “The Year of Jubilee” or the “Jubilee Hymn”—and out on roads and along cart paths everywhere, freed people praised the army, claiming with “ecstatic exclamations of joy” that the day of Jubilee had arrived. Soldiers claimed it, too, and recognized that in marching through Georgia they were taking part in something epic, something that would change the order of history, which was why when the Northern composer Henry Clay Work sat down to salute the March in song, he wrote “Hurrah! Hurrah! we bring the Jubile! Hurrah! Hurrah! the flag that makes you free! So we sang the chorus from Atlanta to the sea, While we were marching through Georgia.”7

Drawn from deep in the Old Testament, the idea derives its power and meaning from an almost celestial moment of rapture and release. According to its biblical origins, the Jubilee was a time when society would renew itself, a period when enslaved people would be freed, large estates would be broken up, debts would be absolved, and fields would go fallow for a full year while the earth regenerated itself. Sometime between the days of Leviticus and the firing on Fort Sumter, however, the idea developed an apocalyptic edge. It came to describe something prophetic and millennial, and it became synonymous with ideas of universal emancipation, a time when the world would make itself anew. Americans of every creed and color knew of the idea, but enslaved people in particular embraced it as a self-evident truth, believing that one day God would right the world of all its wrongs, starting by freeing them for all posterity. The idea therefore developed a special meaning within enslaved communities as a vision of emancipation, and nowhere within the landscape of the war was that vision as clear or as true as on the March.

Indeed, what President Abraham Lincoln described on a crowded platform at Gettysburg as the nation’s “new birth of freedom,” enslaved people all across Georgia celebrated as their “day of Jubilee,” and this is why the idea is such an important metaphor. Refugees typically leave minimal sources; testimonies from freed people are few and far between. Despite the wealth of writing about the Civil War, sources detailing how freed people felt about freedom, how they imagined it, and what it meant to them are sometimes hard to come by. The idea of Jubilee helps fill in the gaps. It tells us that freed people imagined their emancipation as having world-historical significance, as being rooted in ideas of rebirth and divine justice, and as pointing toward a dawning of freedom that would mend the sins of American slavery. In that sense, the ages-old idea of Jubilee is an overarching metaphor for our Civil War, reminding us that underneath all the blood and gore, beneath the banners and flags, and despite all the myths and legends, the Civil War created a redefinition of American freedom largely led and articulated by people who had once been enslaved.

The fact that the idea of Jubilee came to characterize Sherman’s March to the Sea only underscores how crucial the campaign was to both those processes: to the lived reality of emancipation as well as the larger redefinition of freedom.



Sally may have even had Jubilee’s promise in mind when she dropped her things and praised God after hearing the news of a woman named Nan. We don’t know. All we know is that in the blink of an eye, Sally “flew to where they were.” The campfires lit the way. She ran past soldiers and tents, probably ignored shouts and jeers, and might have grabbed the wrong person once or twice. When she finally got near enough, the woman she believed to be Nan stopped and stared at Sally. Sally stared back. The two didn’t know what to say or do; a decade had passed since Sally had seen her daughter, and her daughter had been just eight the last time she had seen her mother. It wasn’t until the woman said that she’d used to live near Atlanta as a young girl that Sally felt sure it was Nan. She called Nan her child and said she’d been looking for her all that time. Then came the tears. The two hugged, kissed, and cried out in joy. Friends cheered as soldiers watched, and pretty soon the entire camp erupted in a riotous commotion. Sally then went to get Ben, and the whole scene repeated itself. The soldier who later narrated the reunion called it “the most powerful demonstration of human emotion” he’d ever seen.8

Sally and Nan enjoyed their tearful reunion while marching along with Sherman’s army. They were, however, only two of as many as twenty thousand. Not everyone had the same experience. The idea of Jubilee may have promised a rebirth, but it also called forth more apocalyptic ideas of upheaval and strife. The reality of the March—of sixty thousand soldiers marching to the sea in the final full year of a bloody civil war—is that it was often loud and chaotic and always dangerous. Violence, or the threat of it, lingered around every bend in the road. Freedom—or something like it—was often more uncertain than certain. And calamity was never all that far behind. The March may have been the war’s most revolutionary moment, an instance when the ground shook, tumult ensued, and freed people everywhere started realizing freedom as never before. But as the well-known New England abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson once warned, “revolutions may go backward.” They sometimes turn tragic. And by the end of 1865, a year after Sherman’s army arrived in Savannah, the refugee story of Sherman’s March did just that: it became an American tragedy.9
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Ruins of a depot destroyed by the federal army during Sherman’s departure from Atlanta.





Chapter One THE VIEW FROM ATLANTA

On September 1, 1864, Sam Richards, a white merchant, saw the city of Atlanta explode. Around noon, rumors began circulating of a Confederate defeat on the outskirts of town. Confederate general John Bell Hood would be evacuating his forces at once, leaving William Tecumseh Sherman’s Union Army free to take the city. Word of the impending evacuation set off a mad scramble among the remaining residents. Some packed their bags and evacuated hurriedly; others searched the town looking for food. “If there had been any doubt of the fact that Atlanta was about to be given up it would have been removed when they saw the depots of Government grain and food thrown open” and distributed by the “sackful and cartload,” Richards wrote. Then the explosions started. Hood had ordered the burning of all remaining munitions trains, which caused whole railcars to burst like fireworks. One such explosion, Richards remembered, lasted for “half an hour or more” and was powerful enough to shake the ground and shatter the glass of nearby windows. Other, louder explosions continued throughout the evening, making the city feel as if it were stuck inside a roaring cannon. “This has been a day of terror and a night of dread,” Richards wrote after it was all over.1

The next day, local officials surrendered the city to Sherman’s army without a fight. The campaign was complete. After marching out of Chattanooga, Tennessee, earlier in the spring, after months of the Confederate Army’s digging in and falling back, after more than a hundred miles of hard marching and continuous fighting, after fierce battles at places such as Dalton, Resaca, New Hope Church, Kennesaw Mountain, and Peachtree Creek, after countless miles of train tracks torn up and destroyed, bridges burned, farms desolated, and nearly seventy-five thousand casualties, Atlanta, one of the last great Confederate strongholds, had finally fallen. Soldiers from the Twentieth Army Corps were the first to arrive and make the city home. The rest began arriving shortly thereafter. Sherman, who remained headquartered at Marietta, a town just to the city’s northwest, and wouldn’t arrive for several more days, nevertheless announced the news of Atlanta’s occupation on the night of September 3, writing “Atlanta is ours, & fairly won.”2

By then Atlanta was already a city transformed. “It is strange to go about Atlanta now and see only Yankee uniforms,” Richards wrote the following day. City Hall had been turned into the headquarters of the Provost Guard, an official army term for the military police. It was one of the few buildings left undisturbed, for in the search for liquor and tobacco, Sherman’s soldiers had looted stores. “Such a state of utter disorder and confusion presented itself to my eyes then,” wrote Richards, who watched as soldiers rummaged through his own store, breaking open everything and taking it as if it were a “free fight.” Even more alarming, the forlorn prisoners who had once filled the city’s jails and worn blue now wore a faded gray. Roughly 1,800 Confederate prisoners had been marched through the center of town while their blue-coated captors whooped and hollered. Even Richards’s church had been taken over by an “abolition” preacher, sentiments that would have been grounds for an arrest and punishment only days earlier.3

That was perhaps the most stupefying change of all. Almost as soon as the occupation began, a spirit of emancipation swept through the city. Atlanta was free, and neither Sherman’s soldiers nor the city’s formerly enslaved people wasted any time in demonstrating what that meant. Richards, for one, couldn’t believe the “impudent airs” Atlanta’s freed people put on in the face of their former masters. They “were all free and the Yankee soldiers don’t fail to assure them of that fact,” he wrote, noting that one freedwoman was “as independent as can be” and that two of the men he had enslaved had both escaped into the city. It was like that all over town. Atlanta, which weeks earlier had had thousands of enslaved people working on its defenses, was now a haven for freed people from across the region, with men and women pouring in from the surrounding countryside. As the dumbstruck Richards wrote, it was as if slavery had suddenly “vanished into air.”4

Despite Richards’s apparent disbelief, slavery’s demise hadn’t been quite as sudden as he thought. If anything, it had been a slow process that had begun once Union armies had begun invading the South in the earliest days of the war; yet that, too, understates the complexity of what the process actually looked like on the ground, particularly in places still experiencing the vortex of war. James M. Wells, a US cavalryman with a taste for adventure, had caught a glimpse of how complex the process could be some two months before Atlanta’s fall while retreating back to the city following a failed cavalry raid on targets in middle Georgia. He and his men were facing a tall task. Georgia’s scorching summer heat was in full blaze. The men were separated from the main body of mounted horsemen, and their only instructions had been to escape back to Atlanta by whatever means necessary. Though they had covered some of the terrain before, the good news ended there. Not only were the roads humming with Confederate cavalry, their horses were tired, they would soon need food, and the army’s lines around Atlanta remained many miles away.5

Much to the benefit of Wells and his band, a group of enslaved women soon discovered the desperate cavalrymen and began acting as their guides. The women had no horses of their own, so the men rode while the women walked. The women guided them down creek beds and along footpaths so deep and dark that Wells likened riding along them to descending the depths of “some vast subterranean cavern.” Oftentimes the glare of torches led the way, shining upon fords or foot trails that made the dense Georgia brush more easily passable, which must have added to the feeling Wells had while riding in the dark of the night. He couldn’t help but appreciate the steely courage of the women, who navigated the “impenetrable darkness” and faced grave repercussions if caught by Confederates. Pretty soon, larger groups of enslaved people began following along, increasing the size of the band. The enslaved people were all “determined to flee the country with us,” Wells remembered, though he left no indication that anyone ever did.6

He didn’t get the chance to find out. Not long after meeting the enslaved women, Wells broke from the group during a surprise shoot-out with Confederate cavalry and was later captured, making him one of the many prisoners of war who never made it back to Atlanta following an operation sometimes remembered as Sherman’s “big raid.” The original plan of attack was for two cavalry forces to swing around Atlanta in opposite directions. General Edward M. McCook’s force of Union horsemen was to ride west while General George Stoneman’s squad of cavalrymen was to ride east. The two were then supposed to join forces south of Atlanta at Lovejoy Station in an attempt to cripple Hood’s last remaining supply line into the city. If successful, the two cavalry forces would ride on to Macon, liberate the Union soldiers held there, and then head for Andersonville Prison, the great gulag of the Confederacy, which held as many as thirty-three thousand Union prisoners and sat in the state’s southwestern corner near the town of Americus.7

The problem was that the operation had been a fiasco from the start. Stoneman ignored orders. Rather than linking up with McCook at Lovejoy Station, he bolted straight for Macon. That left Confederate cavalry free to consolidate around McCook’s forces, leading to a standoff southwest of Atlanta near Newnan. McCook, caught off guard and exposed, had no choice but to retreat in a wild ride back to Atlanta that saw hundreds of Union cavalrymen either killed or captured. Stoneman, meanwhile, ran into trouble of his own just outside Macon. He encountered a large force of Confederate cavalry at Sunshine Church, and like McCook, he soon realized he was in trouble and ordered his men to make their own wild, lifesaving ride back to Atlanta, which was the situation Wells found himself in before being captured. But unlike McCook, who managed to escape capture, Stoneman did not. He and more than four hundred of his men, many of whom had been holding the line so others could escape, were taken captive, which put a final end to one of the most calamitous cavalry movements in the history of the war.8

Nevertheless, despite being a stunning failure, the “big raid” was one of the first instances in which Sherman’s mounted wings dug deep into the Georgia countryside, carrying the war to communities well beyond Atlanta. For the unsuspecting, it was a wake-up call. A war that had once been distant and abstract was now up close and personal and looming all around. Militias took to arms, and whole communities stood guard. That meant “sleepless nights,” wrote Dolly Sumner Lunt, a widowed plantation mistress from Covington, southeast of Atlanta. Stoneman’s cavalry had been seen on the road, and Lunt had heard reports of stores being ransacked, railroads being destroyed, and neighbors taking flight. In Newnan, where McCook’s raid came to an end, Fannie A. Beers, a nurse in a Confederate hospital, watched as Union cavalrymen clashed with Confederate horsemen. Locals rushed past her into the action while others fled. “There was no time for deliberation,” she wrote. The war was fast extending its reach.9

For enslaved people, the raids carried a different meaning entirely. Some were rightly wary. Armed white men on horseback were specters that enslaved people knew to approach with caution. Yet the raids were also the army’s first foray into the upper sections of middle Georgia, a part of the state where the lower Piedmont begins folding into the state’s fertile plantation belt, home to thousands of enslaved people. Blue-coated men penetrating that far into Georgia stirred already restless waters. Enslaved people began fleeing to the two cavalry divisions almost immediately. Several enslaved men guided McCook during his journey before being forced back at Newnan, and one historian has estimated that by the time Stoneman’s cavalry approached Macon, as many as five thousand enslaved people were following along. Tragically, many of those men—and possibly women and children, too—met a brutal fate once the raid went bad. One soldier urged them to “escape while they could, as their fate would be severe if captured” but admitted that “Some followed this advice” while “many others chose to remain” with the soldiers “at the risk of any fate.”10

The army hadn’t experienced anything quite like that as it had moved down from the mountains around Chattanooga at the start of the campaign. One reason was the terrain. There, the land is rockier, full of hills and hollows, and is generally less suited for growing cotton. That was less true of the areas closer to Atlanta and the state’s Piedmont, but on the whole, north Georgia, especially northwest Georgia, wasn’t quite the cotton kingdom that middle and south Georgia were. As a result, Georgia’s northern counties possessed a much smaller population of enslaved people, though the region’s heavy industries sometimes employed large numbers of enslaved people in coal and ironworks facilities. Of course, another reason was simply that the area north of Atlanta had already been deserted ahead of the invasion. Before Sherman began marching on Atlanta, the region’s white residents had taken flight for safety farther south and forced the people they enslaved to go with them. In some cases, those families fled for their own protection, but they also fled to keep their enslaved people from escaping to the army.11

Yet as the raid clearly demonstrated, hundreds if not thousands of enslaved people would eventually make the journey over to the army, which sparked fears among slave owners of an uprising from within. The idea that enslaved people were potential enemies among them had long been a fear of white Southerners, and the war had chipped away at whatever illusions of loyalty they had left. Kate Stone, a well-known Louisiana diarist, likened the whispered rumors of a slave insurrection to living on a land mine. Charles Colcock Jones, a slave owner from the Georgia coast, worried about the same thing. “They are traitors who may pilot an enemy into your bedchamber!” he wrote after a man he enslaved had slipped off in the night. Sherman’s forays into middle Georgia preyed on those fears, stoking a tinderbox primed and ready to explode. In response, Georgia’s governor, Joseph E. Brown, began releasing one man from militia duty per every eight hundred enslaved people in a given county. The released men were to patrol the countryside, catch runaways, and quell any signs of unrest. The governor had actually initiated the policy earlier in the year but accelerated it after the raids, once petitions from worried local whites started flooding in. The message: Georgia was at war on two fronts.12



The men and women who fled to Sherman’s cavalry units or escorted escaped horseman back to federal lines represent part of a much larger whole. In all, historians estimate that at least half a million enslaved people fled to US Army lines during the Civil War. Any number of others may have run to the army but never made it; many more may have fled to the army but were turned away. In any case, the point is that amid all the fighting and dying, one of the mainstays of the war was that enslaved people consistently and inexorably ran to the US Army. Like death, it was one of the war’s few certainties: wherever the army moved, enslaved people followed its movements until they caught up and joined the ranks. It happened first in 1861, when three enslaved men in Virginia rowed over to Fort Monroe in Chesapeake Bay and asked for refuge, but it happened in every theater from the beginning of the war up until the very end.13

The army had no choice but to respond. Benjamin Butler, the dour-faced New Englander who commanded Fort Monroe when the three men arrived, set the army’s first policy by declaring the men “contraband of war.” As he saw it, the men had been forced to work on Confederate defenses, or so they claimed, so to return them would be equivalent to helping the Confederacy. Had the three men not claimed that they had been forced to work on Confederate defenses, it is unclear how Butler would have acted. Nonetheless, when a Virginia slave owner insisted that the three men be returned, Butler refused, arguing that as a form of Confederate property, the enslaved men could be legally confiscated by the US Army according to the laws of war. That was not exactly an emancipation decree. Butler’s reasoning said nothing about freedom. But that was never the point. The importance of the contraband policy was that it established a legal framework that allowed the US Army to “confiscate” enslaved people who arrived at army lines with similar stories. The path to wartime emancipation began with that basic premise.14

Congress codified the policy a month later in August 1861 when it passed an Act to Confiscate Property Used for Insurrectionary Purposes, otherwise known as the First Confiscation Act. As its name implies, the bill allowed for the seizure of Confederate property used in the Confederate war effort, and it included wording that applied directly to persons “held to labor or service,” which everyone knew meant enslaved people. Yet from the moment Lincoln’s signature dried, the bill’s complications became apparent: Who, for instance, would determine if an enslaved person had been forced to aid the Confederate Army? According to the US government, that was a decision for the court system, not necessarily the army, to make, which raised questions about how and when a court would make that decision and what the army should do in the meantime. Moreover, because the bill mirrored the contraband policy, it said nothing about freedom, which locked enslaved people into an in-between status as neither free nor enslaved. What did that mean for the freed people who arrived at army lines? What did it mean for the army? All those lingering questions made the First Confiscation Act difficult to enforce and easy to ignore.15

Meanwhile, enslaved people continued escaping to the army. By the spring of 1862, large camps of freedom seekers began forming around Washington, DC, and Fort Monroe; other camps formed along the coast of Georgia and the Carolinas on islands occupied by the US Army. Those camps have traditionally been known as “contraband camps,” but historians have recently renamed them “slave refugee camps” because that’s what they were: makeshift encampments and tent cities attached to the army and housing hundreds, sometimes thousands, of refugees from slavery, many of whom arrived with nothing while others carried all they had in a cart or wagon. Some refugees would eventually find work with the army. Men worked as teamsters or laborers; women often served as cooks or laundresses for a particular regiment. But not everyone found work. Others, especially women, children, and the elderly, lived as bona fide refugees, eking out an existence in the shadow of the army however they could.16

Out in the west, where the army moved deeper and deeper into the Mississippi Valley as 1862 wore on, the situation was the same except that the camps there tended to be larger and more numerous. Large numbers of enslaved people fled to Nashville after it fell in February 1862. The same was true for New Orleans when it fell in May, and even larger numbers of enslaved people began arriving in the area around Memphis once the army occupied the city later in June. By then, a pattern had clearly emerged: all along the army’s path and especially in places where it had established firm control over a given area, enslaved people arrived in search of refuge. The experience was enough for some within the army to throw up their hands and ask for help from the government in deciding what to do. Ambrose Burnside, a US general known more for his characteristic facial hair than his generalship, captured the exasperation some felt when he wrote from New Bern, North Carolina, describing an attempt to deter the refugees as “utterly impossible.”17

The collective movement of so many enslaved people into army lines during the first year of the war eventually forced Congress into a policy change. In July 1862, just over a year after the first refugees had arrived at Fort Monroe, Congress passed a second, far more comprehensive Confiscation Act that read like a virtual emancipation decree. It dispensed with the messy distinction that only enslaved people who had been forced to work for the Confederacy could attain refuge and instead declared that any enslaved person with a rebellious master who escaped to federal lines would now be “forever free of their servitude, and not again held as slaves.” The new wording made achieving refuge more accessible. But it was the last bit that mattered most of all. The bill specifically mentioned freedom, which moved away from the language of confiscation and announced Congress’s official endorsement of wartime emancipation. Enslaved people within occupied parts of the South could now escape to the army and expect freedom upon arrival.18

Few people knew, however, that as Congress debated the merits of emancipation on Capitol Hill, just a few blocks away in the White House, President Abraham Lincoln was planning an emancipation order of his own. He presented a prepared draft of an emancipation proclamation to his cabinet for the first time in late July 1862. The document, which he read aloud to his cabinet officials, was mostly modest and constrained. It built upon the precedents set by the two Confiscation Acts and described emancipation as a military measure backed by the legal authority he held as commander in chief. But whereas the Second Confiscation Act applied only to occupied parts of the South, Lincoln’s proclamation went further by targeting the parts of the South still in rebellion—essentially, the rest of the Confederacy. But even that distinction carried an important caveat in that it didn’t apply to the slaveholding states of Missouri, Maryland, Kentucky, and Delaware, none of which had ever left the Union. It also gave the targeted states until January 1, 1863, to surrender peacefully before Lincoln signed the new emancipation order into law.19

Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, which he announced to the nation on September 22, 1862, following the bloody Battle of Antietam, featured the same sense of measured caution. As he had done in his meeting with his cabinet, he introduced the document by stating within the text that his principal goal was to restore the Union and that emancipation followed as a means of prosecuting the war. He held out an olive branch to any slave state willing to voluntarily end slavery by keeping open the possibility that the US government might compensate slave owners for their financial losses. By retaining his January 1 deadline for the targeted states to lay down their arms, he also gave them a hundred-day window to decide how they wanted to respond. But alongside those carrots, he included a couple of sticks, for instead of simply stating his intention to emancipate enslaved people, he ordered the army and navy to recognize the freedom of enslaved people and prohibited the military from returning freedom seekers who came into their lines. In doing so, he gave the army the authority to enact emancipation by military intervention. That gave the document teeth while still signaling to the American people that he was pursuing emancipation as a war measure and a war measure only.20

Yet no matter how careful Lincoln may have been in crafting the document, when he formally signed the Emancipation Proclamation on the afternoon of New Year’s Day 1863, the signing immediately transformed the nature of the war. Not only did it change the war’s meaning and purpose, turning a war for the preservation of the Union into a war to end slavery, it officially recognized the revolution that enslaved people had been unleashing all across the South. Indeed, like a clarion call throughout the region, the Emancipation Proclamation announced that freedom was now an official war aim. As such, it all but invited enslaved people to continue running to the US Army on the assumption that freedom was a federal promise guaranteed by the power of the US government. It also signaled to enslaved people that those massive federal armies—or, in the case of James Wells, even the smallest band of Union cavalry—were now armies of liberation, whether those armies perceived themselves as such or not. Perhaps only enslaved people themselves could have imagined that that was how the war would evolve.21



William Tecumseh Sherman—his middle name coming from his father’s admiration of the famous Shawnee warrior—was among the many Americans who were never quite comfortable with the war’s evolution. As many of his biographers have suggested, the general’s racial views weren’t all that different from those of the many Southerners he had befriended while serving in military posts across the South as a younger man. “I think it would be folly to liberate or materially alter the condition of the Slaves,” he wrote his brother John, a soon-to-be US senator, before the war. He believed that the South had “inherited” the institution and felt that American slavery was the “mildest and best regulated slave system in the world, now or heretofore.” His only
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