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Description
For much of the twentieth century, if historians wrote about the first teachers among freed
people at all, they characterized them as foolish, even dangerous women, Yankee busy-bodies
besotted with abolitionist fancy, who bore a heavy responsibility for the racial tension after the
Civil War and whose work caused southern educators to avoid black education. Virtually the
only dissenter was W. E. B. DuBois who, in Souls of Black Folk, praised the missionary spirit and
courage of the New England women teachers. That generation of writers, again except DuBois,
were equally harsh and negative about the African American response, convinced that black
educational and intellectual aspirations were absurd.
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Beginning in the 1960s, some writers began to rethink the interpretation of freedmen’s
education and the teachers in light of revisions in the history of emancipation and
Reconstruction, but it was not until 1980 and 1981 that three books appeared that explicitly
confronted and denied nearly all aspects of the traditional depiction of the teachers and their
students. Children of the civil rights struggles of the 1960s, this generation of historians saw1

abolitionism as a social justice cause, the teachers as courageous and visionary, even though
northern and federal support was woefully inadequate to the need. These and other historians
began to understand the freedmen’s education movement as not primarily a gift of northern
largess to freed people, but as autonomous actions of hundreds of black communities across
the South demanding access to literacy and numeracy, however they could gain it. The teachers
were not so much acting as reacting.

By the mid-1980s, then, a complete historical revision of freedmen’s education held sway. It
depicted the movement as largely black-inspired, abetted by female missionary teachers from
New England who were motivated by abolitionism and Protestantism. Their goals were
preparing black souls for northern churches and former slaves for lives of freedom in a
democratic America.

As one of those revisionists, however, I became uneasy as soon as my 1980 book went to press.
Looking at all of our work, whether traditional or revisionist, it quickly became evident that all of
us had relied on exactly the same sources. We read all extant copies of the freedmen’s aid
movement’s monthly papers, such as the Freedmen’s Record or The National Freedman.
Traditionalist or revisionist, we all cited the semi-annual reports on black education from the
short-lived Freedmen’s Bureau. And without fail, we all consulted the monthly issues of the
American Missionary and hundreds of letters and reports in the archives of the American
Missionary Association (AMA), by 1870 the largest of the competing aid organization. Because
of its size and ease of access, the AMA archives (held by the Amistad Research Center, Tulane
University) loomed large in all of our histories, to the point that some writers used the AMA and
freedmen’s education interchangeably, as though the movement was simply the AMA writ large.

But if two competing, incompatible narratives could both be built on the same set of sources, I
began to doubt both narratives and history itself. Were historical interpretations little more than
pale reflections of the attitudes of the day, the early generation colored by the racism of its age,
the later generation schooled by the civil rights struggle of its age? To test that, I decided to look
anew at the freedmen’s teachers. I hoped that by identifying every teacher possible, collecting all
the prosopographic and narrative data I could on each one, and searching out every overlooked
archive and collection, I could tell a more nuanced, and hopefully more accurate, story of the
first generation of students, teachers, and supporters of early black education.

1 Ronald E. Butchart, Northern Schools, Southern Blacks, and Reconstruction: Freedmen’s Education,
1862-1875 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1980); Jacqueline Jones, Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern
Teachers and Georgia Blacks, 1865-1873 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980); Robert C.
Morris, Reading, ‘Riting, and Reconstruction: The Education of Freedmen in the South, 1861-1870 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1981).
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Thus began the Freedmen’s Teacher Project. It initially drew on boxes of notes taken on
individual teachers during my dissertation and book research, then extended to the lists of
teachers that nearly all of the aid societies published, primarily in the 1860s. From then on, the
search for teachers became far more problematic, even tedious: reading over 200 rolls of
microfilm records of each district of the Freedmen’s Bureau during its tragically short life; finding
fugitive records of the many aid societies hidden in archives across the country; locating the
records of the early state bureaus of education in southern state archives; and finding more new
sources than can be enumerated here.

The Freedmen’s Teacher Project (hereafter FTP) dataset currently identifies 11,943 individual
teachers who can be shown to have taught for at least one term in a school intended for freed
African Americans between 1861 and 1877. To be included in the dataset required at least a last
name, the place taught, and the year; thus 100% of the teachers are named. As an on-going
project, more individuals, and/or more information regarding teachers already identified may be
added in the future.The dataset, in Excel, is 51 columns wide. Each row documents a single
teacher, including for each individual last and (if known) first name; gender; race; honorific (Miss,
Mrs., Mr., Rev.); birth year; death year; a technical column for use of research team, particularly
in the census-search phase of the research; for men, military experience during Civil War, if any;
religious affiliation; familial relations among individual teachers; position in school [e.g.,
principal, superintendent]; total years taught, 1861-1877; total years taught including all years
beyond Reconstruction; home; all locations taught in; evidence of abolitionist beliefs prior to
1861; certain antecedents of southern teachers [e.g., slaveowner, enslaved]; parents’
occupation; teacher’s occupation before teaching in a black school; teacher’s occupation
subsequent to teaching in a black school; teacher’s own educational level; academy or college
attended, if any; specific years taught, location of each school, and source of support for each
year.

The prosopographic portion of the project can, by itself, answer a number of questions. Most
surprising to many colleagues has been the revelation of exactly who the teachers were. In
contrast to the ubiquitous New England schoolmarm of even some revisionists, we now know
that of the nearly 12,000 teachers we can name, only a third were northern white teachers; only
a fifth of those hailed from New England. Of that group, women did predominate.

Another roughly one-third were themselves African American, from both the North and from the
former slave states. Blacks made up less than two percent of the northern population, yet nearly
one-fifth of the northern teachers were Black. That means that northern Black teachers were
fifteen times more likely to give a few years of their lives to southern Black education than the
long-lauded northern white freedmen’s teachers. Many remained in their schools, never
returning north. The rest of the Black teachers were native to the South; many had been
enslaved, while others were southern free women and men of color.

The final third came as the greatest surprise to many readers and were surely the most
problematic of all the teachers; these were white southerners. Many had been slaveholders or
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the children and wives of slaveholders; others were former slave drivers; others were
shopkeepers, farmers, or housewives. Many of the southern white male teachers had fought to
preserve slavery; some are known to have worn their Confederate uniforms in their Black
classrooms. Their commitment to Black freedom through education was dubious at best.

Prosopography can speak to the gender, racial and regional characteristics of the teachers, their
average ages, marital statuses, and organizational affiliations, their own educational
attainments, and other aspects of this cadre of educators. However, prosopography cannot
speak clearly to the motivations for teaching the formerly enslaved, or their expectations for the
eventual outcomes of their classroom performances. For that we have to turn to narrative
sources—the hundreds of letters, the surprising paucity of diaries, the trove of bureaucratic
sources. There is not space here to report the findings regarding teachers’ deeper intentions,
beyond the technicalities of reading, writing, and numeracy. What were they teaching toward?
What vision of African Americans’ future in the nation informed their pedagogy? Or, ultimately,
did the teachers think about the future of black America at all?2

The dataset implied a partial answer to those questions, for a surprisingly small number of the
teachers made any claims to pre-war abolitionist leanings, despite the fact that most were
applying to well-known abolitionist activists for teaching positions. Indeed, most of the extant
letters of application, letters from their southern assignments, diaries, and indications from their
later lives, make no reference to freed people at all. Most were entirely self-referential, seeking a
teaching position “to be of service in my master’s vineyard,” as many of them put the matter.
Significantly, the project documented a close relationship between the number of years teaching
the freedmen and the extent to which teachers appeared to have understood the racial, political,
and social ends to which they taught.

The FTP data-base and narrative material can answer more questions about their subject than
the project had time to seek.  But their usefulness extends as well into women’s history,
biography, black history, local and regional history, and social history more generally.

Dates of Data Collection
1972-2022

2 Butchart, Schooling the Freed People: Teaching, Learning, and the Struggle for Black Freedom, 1861-1876
(Chapel Hill: North Carolina University Press, 2010); Butchart, “Mission Matters: Mount Holyoke, Oberlin,
and the Schooling of Southern Blacks, 1861-1917,” History of Education Quarterly 42 (Spring 2002): 1-17;
Butchart, “Remapping Racial Boundaries: Teachers as Border Police and Boundary Transgressors in
Post-Emancipation Black Education,USA, 1861-1876,” Paedagogica Historica 43, no. 1 (February 2007):
61-78.
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Dataset Languages
English

Geographic Coverage
Freedmen’s teachers taught in schools in every state that held slaves, including those
slaveholding states that did not join the confederacy. They hailed from every state in the union,
including California and Oregon, and foreign homes, including Canada, England, and Africa.

Temporal Coverage
1861-1935

Document Types
Census or Register
Letter
Life History or Narrative
Membership List
Military Service Record
Secondary Source

Sources3

Alabama:
Mobile: Mobile Public Library, Local History and Genealogy Library
Montgomery: Alabama State Archives

Connecticut:
New Haven: Yale University, Special Collections

Delaware:
Wilmington:  Historical Society of Delaware

District of Columbia:
Washington: Library of Congress, Manuscripts Division

National Archives
Civil War Military Records
Civil War Pension Records
Southern Claims Commission Records

3 In addition to the primary source material located at the above sources, the project consulted hundreds
of print sources from the historical period, including newspapers, books, pamphlets, reports, and
ephemera, as well as a broad array of secondary sources. An abbreviated bibliography can be found in
Butchart, Schooling the Freed People.
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Records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands

Florida:
St. Augustine: St. Augustine Research Library
Tallahassee, Florida State Archives

Georgia:
Atlanta: Atlanta University, Trevor Arnett Library

Georgia State Archives
Savannah: Chatham County Public Schools, Board of Education Office

Illinois:
Chicago: Chicago Historical Society

Indiana:
Richmond: Earlham College, Quaker Collection

Iowa:
Oskaloosa: Iowa Yearly Meeting of Friends, Records Room

Louisiana:
Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Archives
New Orleans: Amistad Research Center, Tulane University

New Orleans University, Special Collections

Maryland:
Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society

Massachusetts:
Boston: Boston Public Library

Massachusetts Historical Society
Cambridge: Harvard University, Radcliffe Institute, Schlesinger Library

Harvard Business School, Baker Library
Framingham: Framingham State College, College Archives
South Hadley: Mount Holyoke College, College Archives
Worcester: American Antiquarian Society

Missouri:
Jefferson: Missouri State Archives

New York:
Ithaca: Cornell University, Special Collections, Anti-Slavery Collection
Rochester: University of Rochester, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections

JSDP (ISSN 2691-297X) 3: 1 (2022) 6



Enslaved: Journal of Slavery and Data Preservation - Freedmen’s Teacher Project - Peer-Reviewed
Dataset Article

North Carolina:
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, Wilson Library, Special Collections
Durham: Duke University, Perkins Library
Greensboro: Guilford College, Hege Library, Friends Historical Collection

Greensboro Historical Museum
Raleigh: North Carolina State Archives

Ohio:
Delaware: Ohio Wesleyan University Historical Collection
Oberlin: Oberlin College, College Archives

Pennsylvania:
Philadelphia: Haverford College, Quaker Miscellany

Swarthmore College, Friends Historical Library
Philadelphia Society of Friends, Department of Records
University of Pennsylvania, University Archives

Rhode Island:
Providence: Rhode Island Historical Society

South Carolina:
Charleston: College of Charleston, Avery Research Center
Columbia: South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina

South Carolina State Archives
Port Royal: Penn Center
Spartanburg: Wofford College, College Archives

Texas:
Austin: Archives and Information Services Division, Texas State Library and Archives

Commission

Vermont:
Barre: Vermont Historical Society

Virginia:
Charlottesville: University of Virginia, Alderman Library, Special Collections
Gloucester Point: Private Collection, Linda Harriot Voorhis Breaks
Hampton: Hampton University, University Archives
Richmond:  Library of Virginia

Virginia Historical Society
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Wisconsin:
Madison: Wisconsin Historical Society

Methodology
There are two prongs to the methodology used throughout the project and dataset that,
together, can be called collective biography. The first prong is prosopography, the identification
and study of the characteristics of a group – in this case, individuals who taught the freed
people during and directly following the American Civil War – to find commonalities, patterns,
and characteristics that are otherwise invisible. As in the case of the FTP, a prosopographic
study of sufficient size can not only illuminate common characteristics, but more importantly
reveal fissures, sub-categories whose common characteristics stand in contrast to the
characteristics of other sub-categories. Finding, for example, that many of the teachers were
unreconstructed southern whites or well-educated northern blacks changes the narrative
understanding of an educational struggle among the teachers that otherwise might never be
documentable.

The basic dataset is prosopographic. Its construction was an iterative process wherein
individual teachers were added when identified, with all relevant data from the original source,
then further developed as more data was found regarding that teacher. It is worth noting here
that this project was initiated before the advent of personal computers. It was originally
installed on an IBM mainframe limited to 80 columns. That limitation forced some coding
compromises that were only partially relieved in the transfer to Excel on a PC. All
prosopographic data were coded in an Excel spreadsheet containing (depending on how one
counts them) twenty-five or more variables. The spreadsheet contains no narrative material. It is
accompanied with a thorough Code Book that explains every alpha and numeric code and
provides brief contextualizing information on some fields. Users will need to have to access the
Freedmen’s Teacher Project Code Book to be able to read most of the coding.

Some individuals are known as a result of only one mention from, for example, a list of teachers,
giving their place of employment, and a date; many more were identified in multiple sources,
each adding data points to the dataset and documentation to the narrative notes.

The second prong of the methodology is traditional narrative history and textual analysis, the
amassing of thousands of facts, comments, musings, observations, reports, and so on,
produced by the actors and observers. This is material that cannot be reduced to simple code
without losing its richness. By themselves, the elements of narrative history can be arranged in
many ways to serve a multitude of theses — hence the contradictory historical interpretations
noted  in the introductory paragraphs, for example — but when wedded to prosopography, one
can determine which narrative elements are typical and which are outliers, which interpretations
carry greater historical truth and which are less accurate. These narrative materials are included
as appendices to the dataset in the Harvard Dataverse.
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Several source types provided the historical information collected in this dataset. Relevant
methods for data extraction pertaining to many of the source types is described below:

Archival sources: The project worked in 46 different archives and collections, from Maine
to Texas, consulting well over one hundred different manuscript holdings. These
included the records of freedmen’s aid groups and the papers of dozens of the more
prominent teachers.

Censuses: Every individual in the dataset was sought in federal censuses (and for New
York, state censuses) from 1850 to 1930. Nearly half could not be positively identified in
the census, often because of too many individuals with similar names. The census was
useful for establishing race, birth year, and occupations.

Aid society publications: Two sorts of northern organizations raised funds for the
southern black education effort. The first were voluntary, ad hoc agencies that sprang up
in the first year of the Civil War, such as Boston’s New England Freedmen’s Aid Society or
New York’s National Freedmen’s Relief Association. Most such groups published
monthly or irregular papers to aid in fund-raising; most of them ceased operation before
the end of the decade. The papers almost invariably include lists of the teachers, their
assignments, and occasionally their hometown.  About a fifth of the teachers were
initially located through such publications. The second were long-established home
mission and foreign mission societies belonging to northern Protestant churches. Nearly
all extended their work to include supporting freedmen’s education, generally connected
to their denominational work.  Only the largest of them published a monthly paper, The
American Missionary, established by the Congregationalists’ American Missionary
Association many years before the Civil War. Consequently, teachers with, for example,
the American Baptist Home Mission Society, the Methodist Episcopal Freedmen’s Aid
Society, or the many Yearly Meetings of Friends were more difficult to identify.

Records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands: This relatively
short-lived federal agency (1865-1870) focused much of its energy on cooperating with
the aid societies and missionary groups to organize schools and supervise teachers. The
bureau did not hire or recruit teachers, however. Its thousands of pages of manuscript
material include letters, teachers’ reports, intra-agency memoranda, and similar
bureaucratic material and was an essential source.

Records of southern state education efforts: Congress required every Confederate state
to institute a system of public education as part of the prerequisites for readmission to
the Union. In the late 1860s, all southern states had begun to build such systems, usually
including a state department of education. However, virtually every state-level office was
emasculated as soon as Democratic legislatures took control of state governments.
With few exceptions, records and reports from state superintendents of education in
their early decades have been lost or destroyed. Partial records are available from Texas,
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Louisiana, Alabama, and South Carolina, usually ending about 1872. As a result of this,
the declining northern interest shortly after the war ended, and other factors, the last half
decade of the dataset is fragmentary.

Military Records: All male teachers were checked against Union military records.
Confederate records were also consulted, though they are much harder to access and
many former southern soldiers who taught are yet to be identified.

Biographies, autobiographies: A small handful of the teachers wrote brief
autobiographies or have been the subject of biographies of their southern work.

College archives and alumni directories: Many college alumni directories were checked
against the names in the project. Some included brief biographical sketches; others led
the researchers to the college archives for further material.

Due in part to the project’s prosopographic portion’s birth on an IBM mainframe and the
consequent need for tight coding, 16 columns are devoted to each teacher’s years taught,
place(s) taught, and source of support for each year.  Each column represents a scholastic year
(e.g., 1865-1866); each cell representing a year taught holds a letter and a number. The letter
refers to the teacher’s source of support for that year; the numeral indicates where the individual
taught in that year.  It achieves the latter  by referring in turn to the location(s) listed in the
columns at the end of each individual’s line.

See, for example, Henry Trott Aborn, 13th line from the top of the dataset.  In the section dealing
with years taught, columns X through AM, there are four entries, E1, E2, E2, E3, covering the
years 1865-66 through 1868-69.  The E indicates that he taught for the New England Freedmen’s
Aid Society for all four years. Now look to the right hand end of his line; his first assignment was
in Alexandria VA; then he spent two years in Williamsport MD; and taught his final year in Snow
Hill MD.

The entire project rejected language indicating color differentiation or color hierarchy, such as
mulatto, “high yellow,” etc.  Teachers were indicated as Black, White, or in one case, “I” for Native
American. If there is no indication of race, the teacher’s race has not yet been established.

Date of Publication
June 2022
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Data Links
Dataset Repository: Harvard Dataverse [https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/0HBDZD]
Linked Data Representation: Enslaved.org
[https://enslaved.org/visualizedata?type=Dashboard&field=po&proj=freedmens+teacher+project
]
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