TEACHER OF THE FREEDMEN

6
Teacher of the Freedmen

Sarah Jane Foster

With the ending of the Civil War, many Northerners, Jjourneyed south seeking a wide
range of personal goals. Some sought political power in the newly organized southern
Republican Party or economic opportunity in what they hoped would be a moderniz-
ing South. Others pursued far move idealistic goals. Sarab Jane Foster’s diary and let-
ters are among the few autobiographical writings supplying the personal dimension to
the great story of the hundreds of Novtherners— the majority of them women — who
went south during and after the Civil War to educare former slaves. Foster, born i
country town in Maine in 1839, struggled as an educator and wissionary in Mar-
tinshurg, West Virginia, and Harper’s Fervy, Virginia, to win pver otk blacks and
whites. She struggled with rowdies and vandals who artacked hev school and was evit-
icized even by ber missionary brethren for turning for protection to the African Amer-
ican men who accompanied ber through the streets a ter school or religions services. We
bhave no later reflections from Foster about how her experiences in the South affecred
her because she died of yellow fever in 1 868,

Brrore You Reap
1. How would you describe Foster’s artitude toward her black students?
2. What evidence can you find in her letrers of white atticudes toward her work in
Martinsburg?
3. Why did Foster and the farm woman who gave her party water have such dif-
ferent attitudes toward the bartefield at Antietam?
4. How did Foster’s perceptions of both whites and blacks change while teaching in

the Southr

Martinsburg, West Va., Feb. 11th, 1866

Dear Advocate [a Maine Newspaper]: —

My day school . . . is growing larger. Its list is now seventy, while the night list
approaches fifty. By the aid of the older scholars I have succeeded in cutting
off about an hour and a half from my daily labors, but, even then, I spend not
less than forty-two hours per week in the school-room, counting my Sabbath
school and the meetings that [ attend. Yet I am wonderfully sustained.—With
all the changefulness of the climate and the humidity of the air, I find the place
healthy, and never enjoyed better health anywhere. There has been no further
disturbance, and I now walk home alone though: the soldiers are yet in town,
for I think it better to show no distrust. [ understand that it was reported in the
Baltimore American that our school was disturbed by returned rebel soldiers.
I am not aware that such was in any instance the case, and think it but just to
say [ anticipate no trouble from them.
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Fspoke of good spelling in my last letter. Week before last a boy of sixteen,
wnmed Willoughby Fairfax, who chanced to recite alone, spelled seventy-five

1w words and only missed rwe. At the beginning of the year he was in words
of ﬁm “Jerters. He is one of my best pupils but not the best in spelling as good
he virl of thirteen bears off the palm in that branch.
Fow h;n'c several who are making creditable progress in cyphering, not to
mention the boys who do easy sums on their slates, which T set to relieve the
redium of study, D have also several very good pupils in Geography, and actu-
Ay hear some as good map lessons as T could expect to at home. Quite a num-
ser are learning fast to write, A great many are in Mental Arithmetic, T even
wve one simall class in the night school who recite in the old but good Col-
Burits \ thmetic, which quite carries me back to my early school-days ;\sm‘
I have met with two copies each of Webster’s and” Town's spdimu Books. Those
most common are Comly’s, which are not so good as either of the above. Bur,
m spite of all the disadvantages, the scholars are bound to prove their capac-
iy to learn. They are usually fond of school, and puncrual in attendance, and,
asa class, orderly on the street.
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I daily become more and more interested in the school, and in all that con-
crns the welfare of the colored people here.

MVartnsburg, W Va, Feb. 28th, 1866

Dear Advocate:— Again T snatch a few minutes to pen a short report of my
school and its affairs, We are having now 1 judge about the fullest school that
we shall have at all. The weather of late has been such as to allow the small chil-
dren to come, and young men and women, who will soon be out at service for
the sumimer, are now improving the time to come to school for a while. Even
now the schools begin to change a little. The day school for a week or two has
diminished a little, and the other has pmpnm(match increased. One after an-
other they come to me with the remark “Miss Jenny, T can’t come to day-
school anymore, 'm going to work, but T'll come at night,” and they do so all
that they can. The boy to whose spelling T alluded in my last will not be able
to come any more than this week, for his father has bought a farm in the coun-
try and has work for him now: I regret to lose so good a scholar, but he will not
fail to do well anywhere.

The cognomen' of “nigger teacher” seems to have died out, and 1 occa-
sionally hear my own name as [ pass in the street, or, more fi 2quently some
serson is notified that “there goes the Freedmen’s Bureau.” L have not mert with
iy annoyance on the street but once, and then a white man addressed an in-
solent remark to me as I was going into the school-room door. T don’t mind

uch things at all. Report has married or engaged me several times to men con-
ne uu% with the school, and, Mrs. Vosburgh was actua lly asked by a neighbor
the day I was there “if T was not part nigger.” T hope they will believe it, for
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then surely they could not complain of my teaching the people of my own race.
But Rev. Mr. Osborne preaches at our school room tonight, and T must pre-
pare to go.

In haste, Sarah J. Foster

[iary, 1866

Thursday, March 1

I have enjoved today very much, for the air has been mild and springlike.
People are working their gardens. My school glides along smoothly too.
Tonight Mary Brown camie in to school to see me. Waited half an hour to talk
with me afterward. We did not walk together on the street but she came afier
me and stopped at the shop window to call out Isaac. A lady () called out *Is that
a ‘migger ora white woman?” just as [ passed her referring to Mary ar the shop.

Friday, March 2

A springlike overcast day. 1 fear it will rain tomorrow. My day and evening in
school were as usual pleasant. Will Fairfax has done coming for now. He must
work. T gave him a nice book. He seemed glad of it Talse gave him my last Ad-
vocate letter in which T had praised him.

Tonight two white men came in to school for about twenty minutes. They
were civil, but will doubdess go oft and be as hard as they can.

Yesterday we made up a party for the Antietam battde-ground. We had a sky
blue ULS. wagon, with a black oil-cloth cover that would roll up at the sides.
That was filled and the rest of the party went on horseback. The party included
Mr.and Mrs. Bracket, Mr. Given, the Misses Dudley, Wright, Gibbs and
Libby, Mrs. Smith and myselt, besides a Mr. Ames immu}‘\; of Massachu-
setts—now trading here, and a Mes, Clemmen and her daughter also from
Massachusetts, a voung colored man named Keyes, invited to go as a friend and
to point out localities, and our sable driver. Mr. Ames and Mr. and Mrs. Brack-
ett rode horseback all the way, and Miss Clemmen nearly all, while Mr. Given
and My. Keves alternated with each other. We made a merry party, and seemed
to attract a great deal of attention. We first visited the Burnside bridge near
which we lunched on the grass, drinking from a cold spring that has doubtless
slaked the thirst of many a wounded and dying soldier. Then we moved over
to the place where the Irish Brigade fought. — Dismounting we walked about
among the trees which bore many scars of shot and shell—bits of shell vet re-
maining in some of them. Mr. Keyves got our party some water at a house not
far beyond the battle field. They inquired where we were from. He told them
from New England, and that we came to visit the battle ground. They seemed
to think us a long way from home, and he did not correct the impression that
we came on purpose to see Antietam. The lady of the house said that eight
thousand dead bnchm were interred on her farm. and previously Mr. Keves had
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pointed out a large field, once filled with graves, now cultivated over. The
LuE\ spoke of it without seeming conscious of the horrible sacrilege of thus uti-
lizing a nation’s hallowed g yound We soon turned back from th plough pol-

luted graveyard, and, coming to Bloody Lane, drove up it a little way, trying
to fancy what it must have been when piled with reeking corpses, but the hor-

vor of the field beyond vet clung to us and no one hghtui to search for relics.
The place seemed too awful for tarrving.

Letter from Virginia
Harper’s Ferry, April 20th, 1866

Drear Advocate:—it is now two weeks since I opened school here. Miss Gibbs
retains the school that she has had from the first, except that a few of the poor-
est scholars have been put in the other department. So she has a fine school,
while mine are yet in the earliest stages of reading, or else unable to read at :M.
The coloured people here are scattered, and many of them in very destitute
ircumstances, Fhey do not now come into school so well as they did last
term. The nldcr ones are gone out at service and smaller ones, who have long
d'stances to come, fear to do so without protection; for the white boys will mo-
lest them when they find an opportunity. The boys of both races seem rather
pugilistic” about here. They have had several battles for the possession of this
hill as a playground. The weapons were stones, and both parties were in
carnest. My scholars at Martinsburg, though not destitute of spirit and
courage, h ad the g good sense to avoid collisions with the white boys, who often
playe 1 marbles before the door. Jetterson County is much more aristocratic
than Berkeley, and, as a consequence, the coloured people seem much more
degraded as a class here than they are there. Here is a field for much mission
labor. In Berkeley County there are more of the blacks who are competent to
care for the interests of their race. But they are not dull here. Several children,
who two weeks ago did not know the alphabet, are now reading in words of
three letters. In the short time that we have taught out here, many, who did not
know a letter, have learned to read in the Testament, and to spell well. The
united testimony from all our schools is, that color is no barrier to progress.

I have four bom i my school who are so white that I should not suspect
their hineage elsewhere. One has straight, light hair, and all are fine looking.
Miss Gibbs has several litdle girls who are even whiter, or “brighter,” as they

call it here. One in particular, very appropriately named Lillie, has flaxen hair
and grey blue eves. One white boy comes to my school. His brother lives in the
chambers here, and very wisely discards prejudice that he may have the bene-
fit of a free school. '

Last Sabbath our Sabbath school was reorganized here, some colored teach-
ers being appointed; as Mr. Brackett wishes to get them prepared to continue
the school after we go home in hot weather. Each of us takes a class. I do not
know personally a member of mine, but hope to get acquainted.
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Letter from Virginia
Harper’s Ferry, May 2d, 1866

Dear Advocate: — When T last wrote to you I thought it possible that I might be
sent to Smithfield, but now my school has come up to a list of forty, with a
prospect of nearly thirty daily in fair weather. As I have thirteen in the ﬁ haber,
and all are begmncrs in rmd1n<r Iind enough to do. I have now got the school
classified and systematized, and taught to come and go by strokes of the bell. The
colored children fall into systematic regulations quite well, and seem to like
them too. They annoy us most of all by whispering and Iauglnng The lictle ones
will forget and w Impe , and all anh easily. They improve in that however. 1
sometimes use their laughter as a sort of spur to dull scholars, letting them laugh
at their blunders, and it works well, for they are sensitive to ridicule. We have to
use all ways and means to keep up their ambition and to encourage them to
study. T or ed, when T first bcwn at Martinsburg, to avoid corporeal punishment.
Ifound it impossible, but yet, by due severity when forced to punish, I did not
have it to do very often. The fact is, the colored people are practical followers
of Solomon. They show very great attachment to their children, making great
efforts to reclaim them if thu have been sold away, but they are very severe in
governing them. They expecta teacher to be so too, and the children are of the
same opinion. They really like a teacher better who compels them to perfect
obedience. I followed the thun} at once on acquaintance, and it worked well, |
grew to like some of my pupils very much, and the attachment was mutual.

I spoke of the efforts of parents to recover children who had been sold
away. ()nc woman here has exerted herself to find her four children at great ex-
pense, though dependent on her own labor altogether. She has only been able
to recover two, though she has made a journey to Richmond and back to try
and obtain the others, who were sold away in that vicinity. Not only has she
found those two, but she has bought ¢ uthmg for them, and has never drawn
a ration from the Bureau, though supporting her mother also. [ know two
young men who have gathered together their father and mother, a sister and
two infant children, and four nephews and nieces from seven to fourteen years
of age. By joint efforts the family dress neatly and live e entirely unaided. Where
are the white men who could voluntaril y burden themselves with the children
of deceased relatives, while young, single, and dependent on their daily labor?
I think that parallel cases among us are rare, and yet we have been asked to be-
lieve that this race are only fit for chattels, and that they felt separation as
little as the brutes. A deeper, darker falsehood was never palmed upon the
public. It contradicts itself at every stage of our acquaintance with them.
Stronger domestic affection I never saw than some of them exhibit.

[ 'have spoken of the variations of some familiar hymns. One occurs to me
now, It is this:

Jesus my all to heaven is gone, —
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He whom 've fixed my hopes upon-—
He's coming again by and by,

Christ’s coming again, Christ’s coming again,
He’s coming again by and by,

He'll come this time, and He'll come no more,
He'’s coming again by and by.

And that s abour the style of their peculiar hymns. They are nmt% all cho-
rus, but 1 like to hear them. They can all come in on the chorus s after one or
two repetitions, and, in a full meeting, the eftect of their full mc}ndiom voices
is thrilling and inspiring. As they sing thev sway back and forth in time to the
music, and some even step to it in a way that seems like dancing, only the whole
Dody s i a quiver of excitement. At a meeting when a number are wcl\mg the
Savior, they will make a cirele at the close around the “mourner’s bench,”
where the seckers kneel meeting after meeting till they find peace. The circle
then jom hands, taking also the hands of their kneeling friends, and begin to
sing. swaving as [ have described, or lifting and dropping their hands in regu-
far rime, They will sing hymn atter hymn with inereasing earnestness, till the
more excitable singers, and very likely some of the mourners, are shouting.
F'he jumping, leaping and bodily contortions of a “shout” are beyond all de-

¢

seription. | ?w\ must be seen to be understood. For a long time 1saw none of

this ar Martinsburg, and indeed the leading members there never practiced it,
but they seem to think that converts can be brought out in no other way.
*Thev're going to sing over Isaac,” said a colored woman to me, as | looked
a litde surprised to see them grouping around the bench at which one of my
schoolboys was kneeling. I found that nearly all thought that the way to be
“brought through.” Some never vielded to it, and Tam satisfied that none ever
aftected the emotion that convulsed those who were influenced by it. Even the
white Methodists are very much the same about here; so it is not to be won-
dered atarall. On Saturday night we had here the most magnificent thunder
shower that it was ever my lot to witness. The effect of the lightning, as the
vivid chains lit up the darkness and played over the Heights, was sublime and
awe-inspiring. 1ts quite chilly here now much of the time. We have needed a
fire all day to-day. We have had some quite warm weather a day or two at a
time, however, but we did not realize it much except when we descended to the
village below the Hill. Here there is usually a breeze, and we can keep quite
yol, T think, as long as we shall stay.
% me mﬂisiom are constantly occurring around here between the
valry™ and the colored people. A sister of Mr. Keyes had an amusing tri-
umph z*@ccntly. A poor white neighbor struck her with no reasonable provo-
cation, the fault being wholly her own. At first Mrs. Poles did not resent, but
when the beating was recommenced, she retaliated in self-defense. The woman
had her arrested, seeming not to know that a colored woman could have a right
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to defend herself, or that she was amenable to the law for having struck firs..
When the case was tried before a Justice in Bolivar, she gained a little valuable
experience, and had the privilege of paying the costs. The justice, | learn, re-
ferred to the Civil Rights Bill, and also intimated that the Bureau had an in-
fluence upon his decision. Well it might here, for Major Welles is an excellent
and efficient officer. Only this week a colored man was knocked down for re-
monstrating a little because some white men had broken open his sta? le, tak-~
ing his horse to plow with, and refusing to give it back at his request. The Jus-
tice simply made them deliver up the horse, but he designs to bring a suit for
assault, to see what will be done about it. An aggravated case of assault took
place in Charlestown, the particulars of which T have not yet learned. 1 think
that some test cases will have to be brought up to prove the extent and valid-
ity ot the Civil Righes Bill. The Bureau officers will probably look out for that,
and may thus benefit the Freedmen a grear deal,



