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PREFACE

This two-volume reader has been constructed to accompany The American People:
Creating a Nation and a Society (New York: Harper & Row, 1986), but I hope it will
also prove a useful supplement to other textbooks in American history. The essays have
been selected with three goals in mind: first, to blend political and social history; second,
to lead students to a consideration of the role of women, ethnic groups, and laboring
Americans in the weaving of the nation’s social fabric; and third, to explore life at the
individual and community levels. The book also means to introduce students to the
individuals and groups who made a critical difference in the shaping of American
history or whose experience reflected key changes in their society.

A few of the individuals highlighted are famous—Benjamin Franklin, Abraham
Lincoln, and Thomas Edison, for example. A number of others are historically visible
but not quite household names—Daniel Shays, Tecumseh, “Big Bill” Haywood, W. E.
B. Du Bois, and Margaret Sanger. Some will be totally obscure to students, such as
“Long Bill” Scott, a revolutionary soldier, and Mayo Greenleaf Patch, whose early
nineteenth-century misfortunes mirror some of the changes occurring in rural society
after the American Revolution. Sometimes the focus is on groups whose role in history
has not been adequately treated—the Chinese in the building of the transcontinental
railroad, the women of the Southern Farmers Alliance in the late nineteenth century,
and the Hispanic agricultural laborers of this century.

Some of the essays chosen take us inside American homes, farms, and factories,
such as the essays on the beginnings of industrialization before the Civil War, the
transcontinental migrants of the nineteenth century, and the upcountry yeoman farm-
ers of Georgia after the Civil War. Such essays, it is hoped, will convey an understand-
ing of the daily lives of ordinary Americans, who collectively helped shape society.
Other essays deal with the vital social and political movements that transformed
American society: the revolutionary movement of the eighteenth century; abolitionism
in the antebellum period; populism and progressivism in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; and the civil rights and feminist movements of our own times.
Finally, some of the essays treat technological and scientific advances that greatly
affected society, such as electricity and birth control.

Readability has been an important criterion in the selection of these essays. An
important indicator of readability, in turn, is how vividly and concretely the past has
been brought alive by the author. The main objective has been a palpable presentation
of the past—one that allows students to sense and feel the forces of historical change
and hence to understand them.

GARY B. NASH
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FORMING A FREE BLACK COMMUNITY
ELIZABETH R. BETHEL

The end of the Civil War in 1865 opened the question of the position of the freedman
in American society. Now that they were no longer slaves, would black Americans be
allowed the same rights as white citizens? Should black males be allowed to vote? To
serve on juries? To hold office? To own property? The Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments to the Constitution provided one answer to these questions; they gave the
freedman all the rights of American citizenship including the right to vote.

But constitutional principle was one thing and southern practice another.
Through intimidation and violence, southern whites sought to maintain the old system
of racial domination and white supremacy that had prevailed in the prewar South. As
Elizabeth Bethel documents in this essay, southern blacks were beaten for attempting
to vote, black political leaders were assassinated, and the Ku Klux Klan was organized
with the object of keeping blacks “in their place.” By the late 1860s it was clear that
white southerners were determined to prevent any change in their system of racial
privilege and power.

But the history of Reconstruction was not only a story of black suppression and
white domination. Individually and collectively, southern blacks challenged the power
and racialist assumptions of their white neighbors. Wherever they could, freedmen
reestablished the family and kinship ties they had lost during slavery. Thousands of
ex-slaves flocked to urban areas to find employment and establish their economic
independence. Others, such as those whose story is told in this essay, purchased land,
established communities, and provided for their family’s well-being. The story of black
reconstruction, as Bethel ably shows, is a story of courage and a single-minded search
for freedom.

What do you think accounts for the solidarity shown by the people of Promised
Land in the face of white terrorism? How do the political struggles of the small farmers
of Promised Land compare with those of the white yeomen of upcountry Georgia as
described by Steven Hahn in Reading 2?

Promised Land was from the outset an artifact of
Reconstruction politics. Its origins, as well, lie in
the hopes, the dreams, and the struggles of four
million Negroes, for the meaning of freedom was
early defined in terms of land for most eman-
cipated Negroes. In South Carolina, perhaps
more intensely than any of the other southern

states, the thirst for land was acute. It was a
possibility sparked first by General William T.
Sherman’s military actions along the Sea Islands,
then dashed as quickly as it was born in the dis-
tant arena of Washington politics. Still, the desire
for land remained a goal not readily abandoned
by the state’s freedpeople, and they implemented

Reprinted from Elizabeth R. Bethel, Promiseland: A Century of Life in a Negro Community (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1981), 17-40. © 1981 by Temple University. Reprinted by permission of Temple University Press.
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FORMING A FREE BLACK COMMUNITY

a plan to achieve that goal at the first opportu-
nity. Their chance came at the 1868 South Caro-
lina Constitutional Convention.

South Carolina was among the southern states
which refused to ratify the Fourteenth Amend-
ment to the Constitution, the amendment which
established the citizenship of the freedmen. Like
her recalcitrant neighbors, the state was then
placed under military government, as outlined by
the Military Reconstruction Act of 1867. Among
the mandates of that federal legislation was a
requirement that each of the states in question
draft a new state constitution which incorporated
the principles of the Fourteenth Amendment.
Only after such new constitutions were com-
pleted and implemented were the separate states
of the defeated Confederacy eligible for readmis-
sion to the Union.

The representatives to these constitutional
conventions were selected by a revolutionary
electorate, one which included all adult male
Negroes. Registration for the elections was han-
dled by the Army with some informal assistance
by “that God-forsaken institution, the Freed-
man’s Bureau.” Only South Carolina among the
ten states of the former Confederacy elected a
Negro majority to its convention. The instrument
those representatives drafted called for four
major social and political reforms in state govern-
ment: a statewide system of free common schools;
universal manhood suffrage; a jury law which
included the Negro electorate in county pools of
qualified jurors; and a land redistribution system
designed to benefit the state’s landless population,
primarily the freedmen.

White response to the new constitution and
the social reforms which it outlined was predicta-
bly vitriolic. It was condemned by one white
newspaper as ‘‘the work of sixty-odd Negroes,
many of them ignorant and depraved.” The au-
thors were publicly ridiculed as representing “the
maddest, most unscrupulous, and infamous revo-
lution in history.” Despite this and similar vilifi-
cation, the constitution was ratified in the 1868
referendum, an election boycotted by many white
voters and dominated by South Carolina’s 81,000
newly enfranchised Negroes, who cast their votes
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overwhelmingly with the Republicans and for the
new constitution.

That same election selected representatives to
the state legislature charged with implementing
the constitutional reforms. That body, like the
constitutional convention, was constituted with a
Negro majority; and it moved immediately to es-
tablish a common school system and land redis-
tribution program. The freedmen were already
registered, and the new jury pools remained the
prerogative of the individual counties. The 1868
election also was notable for the numerous at-
tacks and “outrages” which occurred against the
more politically active freedmen. Among those
Negroes assaulted, beaten, shot, and lynched dur-
ing the pre-election campaign months were four
men who subsequently bought small farms from
the Land Commission and settled at Promised
Land. Like other freedmen in South Carolina,
their open involvement in the state’s Republican
political machinery led to personal violence.

Wilson Nash was the first of the future Prom-
ised Land residents to encounter white brutality
and retaliation for his political activities. Nash
was nominated by the Republicans as their candi-
date for Abbeville County’s seat in the state legis-
lature at the August 1868 county convention. In
October of that year, less than two weeks before
the general election, Nash was attacked and shot
in the leg by two unidentified white assailants.
The “outrage” took place in the barn on his
rented farm, not far from Dr. Marshall’s farm on
Curltail Creek. Wilson Nash was thirty-three
years old in 1868, married, and the father of three
small children. He had moved from ‘“‘up around
Cokesbury” within Abbeville County, shortly
after emancipation to the rented land further
west. Within months after the Nash family was
settled on their farm, Wilson Nash joined the
many Negroes who affiliated with the Republi-
cans, an alliance probably instigated and encour-
aged by Republican promises of land to the freed-
men. The extent of Nash’s involvement with local
politics was apparent in his nomination for public
office; and this same nomination brought him to
the forefront of county Negro leadership and to
the attention of local whites.



After the attack Nash sent his wife and young
children to a neighbor’s home, where he probably
believed they would be safe. He then mounted his
mule and fled his farm, leaving behind thirty
bushels of recently harvested corn. Whether
Nash also left behind a cotton crop is unknown.
It was the unprotected corn crop that worried
him as much as his concern for his own safety. He
rode his mule into Abbeville and there sought
refuge at the local Freedman’s Bureau office
where he reported the attack to the local bureau
agent and requested military protection for his
family and his corn crop. Captain W. F. De-
Knight was sympathetic to Nash’s plight but was
powerless to assist or protect him. DeKnight had
no authority in civil matters such as this, and the
men who held that power generally ignored such
assaults on Negroes. The Nash incident was typi-
cal and followed a familiar pattern. The assailants
remained unidentified, unapprehended, and un-
punished. The attack achieved the desired end,
however, for Nash withdrew his name from the
slate of legislative candidates. For him there were
other considerations which took priority over
politics.

Violence against the freedmen of Abbeville
County, as elsewhere in the state, continued that
fall and escalated as the 1868 election day neared.
The victims had in common an involvement with
the Republicans, and there was little distinction
made between direct and indirect partisan activ-
ity. Politically visible Negroes were open targets.
Shortly after the Nash shooting young Willis
Smith was assaulted, yet another victim of
Reconstruction violence. Smith was still a teen-
ager and too young to vote in the elections, but
his age afforded him no immunity. He was a
known member of the Union League, the most
radical and secret of the political organizations
which attracted freedmen. While attending a
dance one evening, Smith and four other League
members were dragged outside the dance hall and
brutally beaten by four white men whose identi-
ties were hidden by hoods. This attack, too, was
an act of political vengeance. It was, as well, one
of the earliest Ku Klux Klan appearances in
Abbeville. Like other crimes committed against
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politically active Negroes, this one remained un-
solved.

On election day freedmen Washington Green
and Allen Goode were precinct managers at the
White Hall polling place, near the southern edge
of the Marshall land. Their position was a politi-
cal appointment of some prestige, their reward
for affiliation with and loyalty to the Republican
cause. The appointment brought them, like Wil-
son Nash and Willis Smith, to the attention of
local whites. On election day the voting pro-
ceeded without incident until midday, when two
white men attempted to block Negroes from en-
tering the polling site. A scuffle ensued as Green
and Goode, acting in their capacity as voting offi-
cials, tried to bring the matter to a halt and were
shot by the white men. One freedman was killed,
two others injured, in the incident which also
went unsolved. In none of the attacks were the
assailants ever apprehended. Within twenty-four
months all four men—Wailson Nash, Willis
Smith, Washington Green, and Allen Goode—
bought farms at Promised Land.

Despite the violence which surrounded the
1868 elections, the Republicans carried the whole
of the state. White Democrats refused to support
an election they deemed illegal, and they in-
timidated the newly enfranchised Negro elector-
ate at every opportunity. The freedmen, never-
theless, flocked to the polls in an unprecedented
exercise of their new franchise and sent a body of
legislative representatives to the state capitol of
Columbia who were wholly committed to the
mandates and reforms of the new constitution.
Among the first legislative acts was one which
formalized the land redistribution program
through the creation of the South Carolina Land
Commission.

The Land Commission program, as designed
by the legislature, was financed through the pub-
lic sale of state bonds. The capital generated from
the bond sales was used to purchase privately
owned plantation tracts which were then subdi-
vided and resold to freedmen through long-term
(ten years), low-interest (7 percent per annum)
loans. The bulk of the commission’s transactions
occurred along the coastal areas of the state
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where land was readily available. The labor and
financial problems of the rice planters of the low-
country were generally more acute than those of
the up-country cotton planters. As a result, they
were more eager to dispose of a portion of the
landholdings at a reasonable price, and their mo-
tives for their dealings with the Land Commis-
sion were primarily pecuniary.

Piedmont planters were not so motivated.
Many were able to salvage their production by
negotiating sharecropping and tenant arrange-
ments. Most operated on a smaller scale than the
low-country planters and were less dependent on
gang labor arrangements. As a consequence, few
were as financially pressed as their low-country
counterparts, and land was less available for pur-
chase by the Land Commission in the Piedmont
region. With only 9 percent of the commission
purchases lying in the up-country, the Marshall
lands were the exception rather than the rule.

The Marshall sons first advertised the land for
sale in 1865. These lands, like others at the east-
ern edge of the Cotton Belt, were exhausted from
generations of cultivation and attendant soil ero-
sion; and for such worn out land the price was
greatly inflated. Additionally, two successive
years of crop failures, low cotton prices, and a
general lack of capital discouraged serious plant-
ers from purchasing the lands. The sons then
advertised the tract for rent, but the land stood
idle. The family wanted to dispose of the land in
a single transaction rather than subdivide it, and
Dr. Marshall’s farm was no competition for the
less expensive and more fertile land to the west
that was opened for settlement after the war. In
1869 the two sons once again advertised the land
for sale, but conditions in Abbeville County were
not improved for farmers, and no private buyer
came forth.

Having exhausted the possibilities for nego-
tiating a private sale, the family considered alter-
native prospects for the disposition of a farm that
was of little use to them. James L. Orr, a moder-
ate Democrat, former governor (1865 to 1868),
and family son-in-law, served as negotiator when
the tract was offered to the Land Commission at
the grossly inflated price of ten dollars an acre.
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Equivalent land in Abbeville County was selling
for as little as two dollars an acre, and the com-
mission rejected the offer. Political promises took
precedence over financial considerations when
the commission’s regional agent wrote the Land
Commission’s Advisory Board that “if the land is
not bought the (Republican) party is lost in this
district.” Upon receipt of his advice the commis-
sion immediately met the Marshall family’s ten
dollar an acre price. By January 1870 the land
was subdivided into fifty small farms, averaging
slightly less than fifty acres each, which were pub-
licly offered for sale to Negro as well as white
buyers.

The Marshall Tract was located in the central
sector of old Abbeville County and was easily
accessible to most of the freedmen who were to
make the lands their home. Situated in the west-
ern portion of the state, the tract was approxi-
mately sixty miles northwest of Augusta,
Georgia, one hundred and fifty miles northeast of
Atlanta, and the same distance northwest of
Charleston. It would attract few freedmen from
the urban areas. Two roads intersected within the
lands. One, running north to south, linked those
who soon settled there with the county seat of
Abbeville to the north and the Phoenix commu-
nity, a tiny settlement composed primarily of
white small-scale farmers approximately eighteen
miles to the south. Called New Cut Road, Five
Notch Road, and later White Hall Road, the dirt
wagon route was used primarily for travel to
Abbeville. The east-west road, which would
much later be converted to a state highway, was
the more heavily traveled of the two and linked
the cluster of farms to the village of Greenwood,
six miles to the east, and the small settlement of
Verdery, three miles to the west. Beyond Ver-
dery, which served for a time as a stagecoach stop
on the long trip between Greenville and Augusta,
lay the Savannah River. The road was used regu-
larly by a variety of peddlers and salesmen who
included the Negro farmers on their routes as
soon as families began to move onto the farms.
Despite the decidedly rural setting, the families
who bought land there were not isolated. A regu-
lar stream of travelers brought them news of
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events from well beyond their limited geography
and helped them maintain touch with a broader
scope of activities and ideas than their environ-
ment might have predicted.

The Marshall Tract had only one natural
boundary to delineate the perimeter of Negro-
owned farms, Curltail Creek on the north. Other
less distinctive markers were devised as the farms
were settled, to distinguish the area from sur-
rounding white-owned lands. Extending south
from White Hall Road, “below the cemetery,
south of the railroad about a mile” a small lane
intersected the larger road. This was Rabbit
Track Road, and it marked the southern edge of
Negro-owned lands. To the east the boundary
was marked by another dirt lane called Lorenzo
Road, little more than a trail which led to the
Seaboard Railroad flag stop. Between the cross-
roads and Verdery to the west, “‘the edge of the
old Darraugh place” established the western pe-
rimeter. In all, the tract encompassed slightly
more than four square miles of earth.

The farms on the Marshall Tract were no bar-
gain for the Negroes who bought them. The land
was only partially cleared and ready for cultiva-
tion, and that which was free of pine trees and
underbrush was badly eroded. There was little to
recommend the land to cotton farming. Crop fail-
ures in 1868 and 1869 severely limited the local
economy, which further reduced the possibilities
for small farmers working on badly depleted soil.
There was little credit available to Abbeville
farmers, white or black; and farming lacked not
only an unqualified promise of financial gain but
even the possibility of breaking even at harvest.
Still, it was not the fertility of the soil or the
possibility of economic profit that attracted the
freedmen to those farms. The single opportunity
for landownership, a status which for most
Negroes in 1870 symbolized the essence of their
freedom, was the prime attraction for the freed-
men who bought farms from the subdivided Mar-
shall Tract.

Most of the Negroes who settled the farms
knew the area and local conditions well. Many
were native to Abbeville County. In addition to
Wilson Nash, the Moragne family and their in-

AN INDUSTRIALIZING PEOPLE

laws, the Turners, the Pinckneys, the Letmans,
and the Williamses were also natives of Abbeville,
from “down over by Bordeaux’ in the southwest-
ern rim of the county which borders Georgia.
Others came to their new farms from “Dark Cor-
ner, over by McCormick,” and another nearby
Negro settlement, Pettigrew Station—both in
Abbeville County. The Redd family lived in
Newberry, South Carolina before they bought
their farm; and James and Hannah Fields came
to Promised Land from the state capitol, Co-
lumbia, eighty miles to the east.

Many of the settlers from Abbeville County
shared their names with prominent white families
—Moragne, Burt, Marshall, Pressley, Frazier,
and Pinckney. Their claims to heritage were di-
verse. One recalled “my granddaddy was a white
man from England,” and others remembered
slavery times to their children in terms of white
fathers who “didn’t allow nobody to mess with
the colored boys of his.” Others dismissed the
past and told their grandchildren that ‘“‘some
things is best forgot.”” A few were so fair skinned
that “they could have passed for white if they
wanted to,” while others who bought farms from
the Land Commission “was so black there wasn’t
no doubt about who their daddy was.”

After emancipation many of these former
bondsmen stayed in their old neighborhoods,
farming in much the same way as they had during
slavery times. Some “worked for the marsters at
daytime and for theyselves at night” in an early
Piedmont version of sharecropping. Old Samuel
Marshall was one former slave owner who re-
tained many of his bondsmen as laborers by as-
suring them that they would receive some land of
their own—promising them that “if you clean
two acres you get two acres; if you clean ten acres
you get ten acres” of farmland. It was this prom-
ise which kept some freedmen on the Marshall
land until it was sold to the Land Commission.
They cut and cleared part of the tract of the
native pines and readied it for planting in antici-
pation of ownership. But the promise proved
empty, and Marshall’s death and the subsequent
sale of his lands to the state deprived many of
those who labored day and night on the land of
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the free farms they hoped would be theirs. “After
they had cleaned it up they still had to pay for it.”
Other freedmen in the county “moved off after
slavery ended but couldn’t get no place” of their
own to farm. Unable to negotiate labor or lease
arrangements, they faced a time of homelessness
with few resources and limited options until the
farms became available to them. A few entered
into labor contracts supervised by the Freed-
man’s Bureau or settled on rented farms in the
county for a time.

The details of the various postemancipation
economic arrangements made by the freedmen
who settled on the small tracts at Dr. Marshall’s
farm, whatever the form they assumed, were
dominated by three conscious choices all had in
common. The first was their decision to stay in
Abbeville County following emancipation. For
most of the people who eventually settled in
Promised Land, Abbeville was their home as well
as the site of their enslavement. There they were
surrounded by friends, family and a familiar envi-
ronment. The second choice this group of freed-
men shared was occupational. They had been
Piedmont farmers throughout their enslavement,
and they chose to remain farmers in their free-
dom.

Local Negroes made a third conscious deci-
sion that for many had long-range importance in
their lives and those of their descendents.
Through the influence of the Union League, the
Freedman’s Bureau, the African Methodist
Church, and each other, many of the Negroes in
Abbeville aligned politically with the Republi-
cans between 1865 and 1870. In Abbeville as else-
where in the state, this alliance was established
enthusiastically. The Republicans promised land
as well as suffrage to those who supported them.
If their political activities became public knowl-
edge, the freedmen “were safe nowhere”; and
men like Wilson Nash, Willis Smith, Washington
Green, and Allen Goode who were highly visible
Negro politicians took great risks in this exercise
of freedom. Those risks were not without justifi-
cation. It was probably not a coincidence that
loyalty to the Republican cause was followed by
a chance to own land.

Land for Sale to the Colored People

I have 700 acres of land to sell in lots of from 50 to 100
acres or more situated six miles from Abbeville. Terms:
A liberal cash payment; balance to be made in three
annual payments from date of purchase.
J. Hollinshead, Agent
(Advertisement placed by the Land Commission
in Abbeville Press, 2 July 1873)

The Land Commission first advertised the farms
on the Marshall Tract in January and February
1870. Eleven freedmen and their families estab-
lished conditional ownership of their farms be-
fore spring planting that year. They were among
a vanguard of some 14,000 Negro families who
acquired small farms in South Carolina through
the Land Commission program between 1868
and 1879. With a ten-dollar down payment they
acquired the right to settle on and till the thin
soil. They were also obliged to place at least half
of their land under cultivation within three years
and to pay all taxes due annually in order to
retain their ownership rights.

Among the earliest settlers to the newly
created farms was Allen Goode, the precinct
manager at White Hall, who bought land in Janu-
ary 1870, almost immediately after it was put on
the market. Two brothers-in-law, J. H. Turner
and Primus Letman, also bought farms in the
early spring that year. Turner was married to
LeAnna Moragne and Letman to LeAnna’s sister
Francis. Elias Harris, a widower with six young
children to raise, also came to his lands that
spring, as did George Hearst, his son Robert, and
their families. Another father-son partnership,
Carson and Will Donnelly, settled on adjacent
tracts. Willis Smith’s father Daniel also bought a
farm in 1870.

Allen Goode was the wealthiest of these early
settlers. He owned a horse, two oxen, four milk
cows, and six hogs. For the other families, both
material resources and farm production were
modest. Few of the homesteaders produced more
than a single bale of cotton on their new farms
that first year; but all, like Wilson Nash two years
earlier, had respectable corn harvests, a crop es-
sential to “both us and the animals.” Most
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households also had sizable pea, bean, and sweet
potato crops and produced their own butter. All
but the cotton crops were destined for household
consumption, as these earliest settlers established
a pattern of subsistence farming that would pre-
vail as a community economic strategy in the
coming decades.

This decision by the Promised Land farmers to
intensify food production and minimize cotton
cultivation, whether intentional or the result of
other conditions, was an important initial step
toward their attainment of economic self-suffi-
ciency. Small scale cotton farmers in the Black
Belt were rarely free agents. Most were quickly
trapped in a web of chronic indebtedness and
marketing restrictions. Diversification of cash
crops was inhibited during the 1870’s and 1880’s
not only by custom and these economic entangle-
ments but also by an absence of local markets,
adequate roads, and methods of transportation to
move crops other than cotton to larger markets.
The Promised Land farmers, generally unwilling
to incur debts with the local lien men if they
could avoid it, turned to a modified form of sub-
sistence farming as their only realistic land-use
option. Through this strategy many of them
avoided the “economic nightmare” which fixed
the status of other small-scale cotton growers at
a level of permanent peonage well into the twen-
tieth century.

The following year, 1871, twenty-five more
families scratched up their ten-dollar down pay-
ment; and upon presenting it to Hollinshead ob-
tained conditional titles to farms on the Mar-
shall Tract. The Williams family, Amanda and
her four adult sons—William, Henry, James,
and Moses—purchased farms together that
year, probably withdrawing their money from
their accounts at the Freedman’s Savings and
Trust Company Augusta Branch for their sepa-
rate down payments. Three of the Moragne
brothers—Eli, Calvin, and Moses—joined the
Turners and the Letmans, their sisters and
brothers-in-law, making five households in that
corner of the tract soon designated ‘“Moragne
Town.” John Valentine, whose family was in-
volved in A.M.E. organizational work in Abbe-
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ville County, also obtained a conditional title to
a farm, although he did not settle there perma-
nently. Henry Redd, like the Williamses, with-
drew his savings from the Freedman’s Bank and
moved to his farm from Newberry, a small town
about thirty miles to the east. Moses Wideman,
Wells Gray, Frank Hutchison, Samuel Bulow,
and Samuel Burt also settled on their farms be-
fore spring planting.

As the cluster of Negro-owned farms grew
more densely populated, it gradually assumed a
unique identity; and this identity, in turn, gave
rise to a name, Promised Land. Some remember
their grandparents telling them that “the Gover-
nor in Columbia [South Carolina] named this
place when he sold it to the Negroes.” Others
contend that the governor had no part in the
naming. They argue that these earliest settlers
derived the name Promised Land from the condi-
tions of their purchase. “They only promised to
pay for it, but they never did!” Indeed, there is
some truth in that statement. For although the
initial buyers agreed to pay between nine and ten
dollars per acre for their land in the original
promissory notes, few fulfilled the conditions of
those contracts. Final purchase prices were
greatly reduced, from ten dollars to $3.25 per
acre, a price more in line with prevailing land
prices in the Piedmont.

By the end of 1873 forty-four of the fifty farms
on the Marshall Tract had been sold. The remain-
ing land, less than seven hundred acres, was the
poorest in the tract, badly eroded and at the pe-
rimeter of the community. Some of those farms
remained unsold until the early 1880’s, but even
so the land did not go unused. Families too poor
to consider buying the farms lived on the state-
owned property throughout the 1870’s. They
were squatters, living there illegally and rent-free,
perhaps working a small cotton patch, always a
garden. Their condition contrasted sharply with
that of the landowners who, like other Negroes
who purchased farmland during the 1870’s, were
considered the most prosperous of the rural
freedmen. The freeholders in the community
were among the pioneers in a movement to ac-
quire land, a movement that stretched across geo-
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graphical and temporal limits. Even in the ab-
sence of state or federal assistance in other re-
gions, and despite the difficulties Negroes faced in
negotiating land purchases directly from white
landowners during Reconstruction, by 1875
Negroes across the South owned five million
acres of farmland. The promises of emancipation
were fulfilled for a few, among them the families
at Promised Land.

Settlement of the community coincided with
the establishment of a public school, another of
the revolutionary social reforms mandated by the
1868 constitution. It was the first of several public
facilities to serve community residents and was
built on land still described officially as “Dr. Mar-
shall’s farm.” J. H. Turner, Larkin Reynolds, Iv-
erson Reynolds, and Hutson Lomazx, all Negroes,
were the first school trustees. The families estab-
lished on their new farms sent more than ninety
children to the one-room school. Everyone who
could be spared from the fields was in the class-
room for the short 1870 school term. Although
few of the children in the landless families at-
tended school regularly, the landowning families
early established a tradition of school attendance
for their children consonant with their new sta-
tus. With limited resources the school began the
task of educating local children.

The violence and terror experienced by some
of the men of Promised Land during 1868 re-
curred three years later when Eli and Wade Mo-
ragne were attacked and viciously beaten with a
wagon whip by a band of Klansmen. Wade was
twenty-three that year, Eli two years older. Both
were married and had small children. It was ru-
mored that the Moragne brothers were among
the most prominent and influential of the Negro
Republicans in Abbeville County. Their political
activity, compounded by an unusual degree of
self-assurance, pride, and dignity, infuriated local
whites. Like Wilson Nash, Willis Smith, Wash-
ington Green, and Allen Goode, the Moragne
brothers were victims of insidious political repris-
als. Involvement in Reconstruction politics for
Negroes was a dangerous enterprise and one
which addressed the past as well as the future. It
was an activity suited to young men and those
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who faced the future bravely. It was not for the
timid.

The Republican influence on the freedmen at
Promised Land was unmistakable, and there was
no evidence that the “outrages” and terroriza-
tions against them slowed their participation in
local partisan activities. In addition to the risks,
there were benefits to be accrued from their alli-
ance with the Republicans. They enjoyed ap-
pointments as precinct managers and school trus-
tees. As candidates for various public offices, they
experienced a degree of prestige and public recog-
nition which offset the element of danger they
faced. These men, born slaves, rose to positions of
prominence as landowners, as political figures,
and as makers of a community. Few probably had
dared to dream of such possibilities a decade ear-
lier.

During the violent years of Reconstruction
there was at least one official attempt to end the
anarchy in Abbeville County. The representative
to the state legislature, J. Hollinshead—the for-
mer regional agent for the Land Commission—
stated publicly what many local Negroes already
knew privately, that ‘“numerous outrages occur
in the county and the laws cannot be enforced by
civil authorities.” From the floor of the General
Assembly of South Carolina Hollinshead called
for martial law in Abbeville, a request which did
not pass unnoticed locally. The Editor of the
Press commented on Hollinshead’s request for
martial law by declaring that such outrages
against the freedmen “‘exist only in the imagina-
tion of the legislator.”” His response was probably
typical of the cavalier attitude of southern whites
toward the problems of their former bondsmen.
Indeed, there were no further reports of violence
and attacks against freedmen carried by the
Press, which failed to note the murder of County
Commissioner Henry Nash in February 1871.
Like other victims of white terrorists, Nash was
a Negro.

While settlement of Dr. Marshall’s Farm by
the freedmen proceeded, three community resi-
dents were arrested for the theft of “some oxen
from Dr. H. Drennan who lives near the ‘Prom-
iseland.” ”’ Authorities found the heads, tails, and
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feet of the slaughtered animals near the homes of
Ezekiel and Moses Williams and Colbert Jordan.
The circumstantial evidence against them seemed
convincing; and the three were arrested and then
released without bond, pending trial. Colonel
Cothran, a former Confederate officer and re-
spected barrister in Abbeville, represented the
trio at their trial. Although freedmen in Abbeville
courts were generally convicted of whatever
crime they were charged with, the Williamses
and Jordan were acquitted. Justice for Negroes
was always a tenuous affair; but it was especially
so before black, as well as white, qualified electors
were included in the jury pool. The trial of the
Williams brothers and Jordan signaled a tempo-
rary truce in the racial war, a truce which at least
applied to those Negroes settling the farms at
Promised Land.

In 1872, the third year of settlement, Promised
Land gained nine more households as families
moved to land that they “bought for a dollar an
acre.” There they “plow old oxen, build log cabin
houses” as they settled the land they bought
“from the Governor in Columbia.” Colbert Jor-
dan and Ezekiel Williams, cleared of the oxen
stealing charges, both purchased farms that year.
Family and kinship ties drew some of the new
migrants to the community. Joshuway Wilson,
married to Moses Wideman’s sister Delphia,
bought a farm near his brother-in-law. Two more
Moragne brothers, William and Wade, settled
near the other family members in ‘“Moragne
Town.” Whitfield Hutchison, a jack-leg preacher,
bought the farm adjacent to his brother Frank.
“Old Whit Hutchison could sing about let’s go
down to the water and be baptized. He didn’t
have no education, and he didn’t know exactly
how to put his words, but when he got to singing
he could make your hair rise up. He was a num-
ber one preacher.” Hutchison was not the only
preacher among those first settlers. Isaac Y. Mo-
ragne, who moved to Promised Land the follow-
ing year, and several men in the Turner family all
combined preaching and farming.

Not all of the settlers came to their new farms
as members of such extensive kinship networks as
the Moragnes, who counted nine brothers, four
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sisters, and an assortment of spouses and children
among the first Promised Land residents. Even
those who joined the community in relative isola-
tion, however, were seldom long in establishing
kinship alliances with their neighbors. One such
couple was James and Hannah Fields who lived
in Columbia before emancipation, While still a
slave, James Fields owned property in the state
capitol, which was held in trust for him by his
master. After emancipation Fields worked for a
time as a porter on the Columbia and Greenville
Railroad and heard about the up-country land for
sale to Negroes as he carried carpet bags and
listened to political gossip on the train. Fields
went to Abbeville County to inspect the land be-
fore he purchased a farm there. While he was
visiting, he “run up on Mr. Nathan Redd,” old
Henry Redd’s son. The Fieldses’ granddaughter
Emily and Nathan were about the same age, and
Fields proposed a match to young Redd. “You
marry my granddaughter, and I’ll will all this
land to you and her.” The marriage was arranged
before the farm was purchased, and eventually
the land was transferred to the young couple.
By the conclusion of 1872 forty-eight families
were settled on farms in Promised Land. Most of
the land was under cultivation, as required by
law; but the farmers were also busy with other
activities. In addition to the houses and barns
which had to be raised as each new family arrived
with their few possessions, the men continued
their political activities. Iverson Reynolds, J. H.
Turner, John and Elias Tolbert, Judson Rey-
nolds, Oscar Pressley, and Washington Green, all
community residents, were delegates to the
county Republican convention in August 1872.
Three of the group were landowners. Their politi-
cal activities were still not received with much
enthusiasm by local whites, but reaction to Negro
involvement in politics was lessening in hostility.
The Press mildly observed that the fall cotton
crop was being gathered with good speed and
“the farmers have generally been making good
use of their time.” Cotton picking and politics
were both seasonal, and the newspaper chided
local Negroes for their priorities. “The blacks
have been indulging a little too much in politics



