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The Promise Of 1865 Reneged In 1866

The Land We Were Promised

The Land


40 Acres and a Mule

A promise made, a dream to know,

A land where freedmen’s hopes should grow.

Forty acres, fertile and wide,

A mule to help the harvest-pride.

The fields once rich, now tilled by hands,

Whose hearts had weathered chains and lands.

From shackles broke, now standing tall,

To claim their land, to heed the call.

But winds of change, they swiftly turned,

And hopes that rose, in silence burned.

The land was taken, stolen away,

A dream deferred, led astray.

No acres kept, no mules to bear,

The promise lost in vacant air.

Still echoes rise, the call remains,

Of our unfulfilled promise when we had broken chains.

Yet still we cry, through time’s cruel tide,

Our legacy, our strength, miracously survives.

The land changed, the years passed,

But our determination and pride will forever last.

“Reneged” means to go back on a promise, agreement, or commitment. It refers to failing to fulfill an obligation or breaking a previous decision or contract. For example, if someone promises to help you but then decides not to, they have “reneged” on their promise.

The promise of “40 acres and a mule” was reneged for Black people. After the Civil War, in 1865, General William Tecumseh Sherman issued Special Field Orders No. 15, which suggested that land confiscated from Confederate planters be distributed to formerly enslaved people in 40-acre parcels, along with a mule to help cultivate the land. This policy was seen as a potential path to economic independence for newly freed African Americans.

However, when President Andrew Johnson took office after Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, he reversed many of the policies aimed at supporting Black people. By 1866, Johnson ordered the return of the land to its former white owners, effectively reneging on the promise of 40 acres and a mule. This betrayal became a significant example of how Reconstruction-era policies failed to deliver on promises of reparations and land for Black Americans.

The Promise Reneged 

Forty acres, a mule to plow,

A dream of freedom, long ago,

Whispers in the wind did vow,

That this would be the way to prosper now

Hands once shackled, now set free,

A future built on land and seed,

The promise made for all to see,

A chance to rise, to live, to lead.

But power shifted, hearts turned cold,

The land reneged, the dream grew old

What was given, soon turned to mold,

And hope was buried, bought and sold.

The mules were gone, the acres too,

A nation’s vow it failed to do,

A history written, harsh and true,

The dream denied, the pain only grew.

Yet still we rise, despite the fall,

In shadows deep, we stand tall,

False promises made; past dreams recalled,

But we’ll keep the fight, we’ll break the wall.
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The “40 acres and a mule” promise refers to a historical commitment made during the Reconstruction era in the United States, specifically in 1865, that was intended to provide land and resources to formerly enslaved African Americans. This promise was made by Union General William T. Sherman in Special Field Order No. 15, which was issued on January 16, 1865.

Background:

At the end of the Civil War, the federal government sought to address the economic plight of formerly enslaved people, many of whom had been freed but had no land or means to support themselves. In response to this need, General Sherman ordered the confiscation of large plantations along the southeastern coast of the United States, specifically in Georgia and South Carolina, and allocated the land to newly freed African American families.

The Promise:

Special Field Order No. 15 was the key document that outlined the distribution of land. It stipulated that:

40 acres of land would be given to each family of freedmen (African Americans who had been freed from slavery).

The land was to be taken from plantation owners who had been deemed loyal to the Confederacy, and redistributed to freed families.

Additionally, the order mentioned that the government would provide a mule for each family to help them begin farming the land.

Implementation:

The promise was implemented on a limited scale in some areas of Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. About 40,000 freed people were settled on approximately 400,000 acres of land. This initiative was part of a broader plan to help integrate formerly enslaved individuals into the economy, providing them with a means to earn a living through agriculture.

Revocation of the Promise:

Despite its initial implementation, the “40 acres and a mule” promise was short-lived. When President Andrew Johnson took office in 1865 after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, he reversed many of the policies enacted during the war, including Sherman’s order. Johnson began restoring land to former Confederate owners, and by 1866, most of the land that had been allocated to freedmen was taken back, leaving many African Americans without the promised land or the means to support themselves.

Legacy:

The “40 acres and a mule” promise is often cited as a symbol of the federal government’s failure to provide reparations and support for formerly enslaved African Americans. The broken promise has had lasting impacts on African American landownership and economic independence. Many view it as a key moment in the history of racial inequality in the United States.

In modern discussions, the “40 acres and a mule” concept is sometimes referenced in the context of calls for reparations, as a way of highlighting the unfulfilled promises made to African Americans in the aftermath of slavery.

The Promise of Forty Acres

A promise made, a dream so bright,

In the dawn of freedom’s light,

Forty acres, rich and wide,

A mule to help, to turn the tide.

The chains had broken, the shackles freed,

But land, the heart of life, they need.

With hopeful hands, they touched the earth,

To claim their place, to prove their worth.

From fields of toil, from sweat and strife,

They sought a home, a better life.

The promise hung like stars above,

A future built on peace and love.

But winds did shift, and hopes did fall,

The land reclaimed, the dream erased,

The mighty hand of power tall,

Left freedom’s seed to go to waste.

Yet still they rose, with strength anew,

Their hearts still burns, their spirits true.

For land may shift, and dreams may flee,

But hope is planted, internally

The promise lost, but not the fight,

A legacy still burning bright.

Forty acres, a mule, a dream—

All was lost because of failed justice- scheme 

Chapter 1: The Civil War Ends and Emancipation

The chapter begins with the end of the American Civil War in April 1865. Following General Robert E. Lee’s surrender to Ulysses S. Grant, the Confederacy collapsed, and the Union emerged victorious. A significant aspect of this victory was the passage of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, which declared enslaved people in Confederate states to be free. However, freedom did not automatically bring economic security to the newly freed African Americans.

Chapter 2: General Sherman’s Special Field Orders No. 15

In January 1865, Union General William T. Sherman issued Special Field Orders No. 15, which became the basis of the “40 acres and a mule” promise. Sherman was tasked with managing the land in areas of Georgia and South Carolina that had been captured during the war. His orders set aside large parcels of land, about 400,000 acres in total, for distribution to African American families who had been freed by the Union Army. The plan was to give each family 40 acres of land, along with a mule to help with farming and cultivating it.

Chapter 3: The Hope of Freedom

This chapter delves into the emotional and social significance of the promise. For the newly freed men and women, land meant economic independence and dignity after centuries of forced labor. The notion of owning land was a stark contrast to the lives they had lived as enslaved people, toiling without compensation or freedom. The “40 acres and a mule” represented an opportunity to create a new life, free from bondage.

Chapter 4: Initial Implementation and Land Distribution

By the spring of 1865, the process of distributing land began. Sherman’s plan provided land for 40,000 freed people across Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. African American families who had served in the Union Army, as well as those who had worked with the Union forces during the war, were among the first to receive land. This marked one of the first and only instances where the U.S. government attempted to offer land to formerly enslaved individuals.

Chapter 5: The Role of the Freedmen’s Bureau

The Freedmen’s Bureau, created by Congress in 1865, was instrumental in administering land distribution and assisting newly freed slaves. The Bureau worked to help African Americans transition from slavery to freedom, providing education, legal aid, and temporary land settlements. The Bureau supported Sherman’s land distribution but faced significant challenges due to political opposition and resource constraints.

Chapter 6: The Promise Unraveled: Andrew Johnson’s Intervention

Following the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Johnson assumed the presidency in 1865. Johnson was sympathetic to the South and its plantation economy, and he quickly reversed many of the policies set in place by the Lincoln administration. Johnson issued pardons to former Confederates and restored their land. As a result, the 40 acres and a mule promise was effectively nullified, and most of the land that had been allocated to African Americans was returned to its original owners.

Chapter 7: The Consequences of the Broken Promise

As the government restored land to former Confederates, African American families were forced off the land they had started to farm. Many were left homeless, landless, and without resources. The failure to deliver on the promise created deep feelings of betrayal and frustration among African Americans. It also exacerbated the racial and economic inequalities that would continue to affect African Americans for decades to come.

Chapter 8: Resistance and Resilience

Despite the loss of land, many freedmen and women continued to resist the system of oppression that sought to keep them in poverty. Some African Americans found new ways to gain economic independence through sharecropping or tenant farming, though these systems were often exploitative and left them in perpetual debt. This chapter highlights the resilience of African American communities in the face of systemic injustice and their ongoing struggle for economic empowerment.

Chapter 9: The Legacy of “40 Acres and a Mule”

The promise of 40 acres and a mule, though unfulfilled, became an enduring symbol of the unmet needs of African Americans after slavery. The broken promise is often cited in discussions of reparations and racial justice in the United States. Activists, scholars, and politicians have referenced the promise as a reminder of the federal government’s failure to provide compensation and reparative justice for slavery.

Chapter 10: The Call for Reparations Today

The legacy of the “40 acres and a mule” promise is tied to contemporary discussions of reparations for African Americans. The modern-day debates over reparations—whether financial compensation or land restitution—are a way to address the historical injustices of slavery and its lingering effects. Many view the broken promise of land distribution as a crucial starting point for conversations about reparations and racial equity in the 21st century.
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The Land We Were Promised
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Forty acres, wide and green,

A hope that once was brightly seen,

A mule to pull the plow, to toil,

A chance to live, to work the soil.

The chains were gone, the fields were free,

But where was land for you and me?

The promise echoed in the air,

A chance to claim, a life to share.

We stood in lines with dreams in hand,

To till the earth, to make a stand,

But soon the land was taken back,

A bitter wind, a twisted track.

The government, with hands so cold,

Broke the pledge, the story told,

That freedom’s price was not enough,

And hope turned weary, torn, and rough.

Yet still we fight, though dreams were lost,

Our hearts remain, no matter the cost.

The land may slip through our grasp, it’s true,

But we carry our pride—still, we renew.

Forty acres and a mule,

A dream that still defines the cruel,

For in our souls, that hope remains,

We fight for justice, we refuse the chains

––––––––
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“The Dream”

Chapter 1: The Dream of Freedom

The year was 1865. The Civil War had ended, and with it came the long-awaited freedom for the enslaved Black people in the South. Among the many hopeful souls was the Washington family—Elijah, a strong and resilient man, his wife, Clara, who had always nurtured the spirit of hope in her children, and their three children: Isaiah, Ruby, and young Samuel. For years, they had dreamed of this moment—freedom
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