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Document 10.4 Major General S. A. Hurlbut, Report of the Board of Education for Freedmen, Department of the 
Gulf (1865) 
 
The Freedmen’s Bureau, created in March 1865, sought to encourage economic self-sufficiency among the newly 
freed blacks by establishing farms and plots of land to be cultivated. In addition, it established schools, began to 
register marriages, provided as supervisors and inspectors for existing plantations, and worked to regulate the 
hours and wages of the freedmen. This excerpt from a Board of Education report describes the progress in setting 
up schools for former slaves in Louisiana. 

 
The pupils, as a class, are orderly, industrious, and easily governed. They are exceedingly grateful for any interest 
and kindness shown to them. It is the testimony of our teachers, who have taught in both white and colored 
schools, that these children do not suffer in comparison with the white in the activity of most of their faculties, and 
in the acquisition of knowledge. They are quick-witted, excelling in those branches that exercise the perceptive and 
imitative powers, and the memory, while they are slower in arithmetic, and in studies that tax the reasoning 
powers—probably from a hereditary dormancy of those faculties under the long night and cruel weight of slavery. 
 
A marked characteristic of these children is their genuine delight in learning, and the heartiness with which they 
repeat their exercises. Music is the natural expression for their spirits; the song never flags for want of voices. Some 
of their own irregular and plaintive melodies fall from their lips with a strange, deep pathos. They are also natural 
actors and natural orators. They read and declaim with ease, and just expression. They are quick in responding to 
the pathetic, as they are keen in discerning the ludicrous. Recently, we had twenty-four hundred of them in “Howes’ 
Circus” at one time. Four-fifths of them had never seen any such thing. Some of the performers said, afterwards, 
that they never had a more appreciative audience—one that seemed to know, by intuition, where the laugh should 
come in, and where the applause. One of the clowns ventured upon a stale joke about “rain from the surrounding 
black clouds,” but it fell heavily and almost in silence at the feet of an audience just realizing that they have a 
natural right to be black without reproach. 
 
Another habitude of these colored children is their care of books and school furniture. There is an absence of that 
Young America lawlessness so common on Caucasian play grounds. The walls and fences about the colored schools 
are not defaced, either by violence or vulgar scratching. They do not whittle or ply the jack-knife at the expense of 
desks and benches. It may also be said that the imagination of these juveniles is generally incorrupt and pure, and 
from the two most prevailing and disgusting vices of school children, profanity and obscenity, they are singularly 
free. 
 
The beneficial influence of these schools is not limited to the pupils. The children go from the school-room to their 
homes as Instructors. One of the immediate and visible results, is upon the colored adult and his household, in the 
increase of family respect, the promotion of cleanliness and thrift, and generally and in equal degree in those good 
effects that like influences have produced upon the populations of other races. 
 
Another almost immediate and marked influence of these schools is seen upon the white people in the lessening 
prejudice, in the admission of the African’s ability to learn, and his consequent fitness for places in the world, from 
which we have hitherto excluded him. 
 
The following extract from the report of a teacher in one of the parishes where we have heretofore had much 
resistance to the schools, may serve to illustrate this statement. It is the more conclusive, as the teacher is himself 
an educated colored man from the State of Maine: “Everything works harmoniously now. Even the small planters 
(Spanish) are giving in their adhesion to the present disposition of affairs, going so far, in some cases, as to send 
their own children to ask admittance into this school. I have now some half-dozen of the small planters who come 
to my night-school, where they recite on the same benches with the freedmen. This I consider progress.” 
 
The children are taught exclusively in English. Bound by the strong ligament of a common tongue, they will never 
foster the subtle enmity to National unity that lurks in diversity of speech. 
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Source: United States Army, Report of the Board of Education for Freedmen, Department of the Gulf, for the Year 
1864 (New Orleans: Printed at the Office of the True Delta, 1865), 14–15. 
 


