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A Kind of Twoness: Black Memories and Schools in Reconstruction Era Alabama 

 
Reconstruction in the former Confederate states of the South has a strange memory. The 

forming of memory occurred almost immediately after the Confederacy’s defeat. However, the 

memory that is broadly known is that of the White South—and it is everywhere. Monuments to 

fallen heroes (both real and imagined) of the Cause transcend the defined parameters of 

Reconstruction and they are found in street names, townships, parades, cinema, novels, high 

schools, curriculum, and universities.  

But what was Reconstruction? And specifically, what was Reconstruction in Alabama? 

What memories, histories, communities are missing from narratives of Reconstruction? And most 

importantly, where can we find them? These are just a few questions that have guided my research. 

Reconstruction—in a nutshell—was the reconstruction and reintroduction of the Southern 

states back into the Union. But to end there would be to fall into the same racist tropes and facts 

taught in schools and universities. There are many different competing narratives and for the sake 

of this project, I will refer to them as memories, of Reconstruction. But the memory I am most 

interested in is the memory of those often lost in the vacuum of history unable to align with the 

requirements of the archive—African American memory of Reconstruction but more specifically 

African American memory in the state of Alabama. 

From the scholarly and political prospective Reconstruction symbolized for African 

Americans, an era of freedom. This era produced America’s first southern Black politicians. Black 

communities and townships sprang up in the former Confederacy along with schools, voting rights, 

and the pathway to full citizenship. Yet, African American memory in Reconstruction era Alabama 



is largely unknown to a sizeable number of the state population and largely absent in K-12 

curricula. 

Pivotal to the enforcement of federal law in the insurrectionist states was the appointed 

body of the Freedmen’s Bureau. The Freedmen's Bureau operated in Alabama from 1865 to 1870. 

During its tenure, the Bureau provided educational opportunities, manage labor contracts, and set 

up Freedmen’s Bureau Courts. The Bureau also attempted to lobby with state legislators to do 

away with the states’ black codes, as well as provide food, clothing, and shelter to poor whites and 

Freedmen via philanthropic societies in the Northern States as well as the federal Freedmen fund. 

The Alabama Bureau spent a lot of energy and resources mitigating labor contracts between 

white landowners and Freedmen as well as attempted to overturn Alabama’s Black Codes. 

Assistant Comm. Swayne complained most about vagrancy laws in his reports to headquarters in 

DC, which were responsible for the mass arrests of Freedmen. These vagrancy laws and the 

creation of the probate courts meant to settle them, sided unanimously with White landowners and 

contributed to the convict leasing system in its infancy stages. Probate court judges could also 

decide whether to impress upon Freedmen accused of vagrancy to work on plantations for little to 

no compensation of use Freedmen’s children instead.1 These probate courts were as much a symbol 

of southern resistance as vigilante mobs and private citizens. 

In charge of the education of former slaves and children born into slavery, (as well as poor 

whites) in the state of Alabama, the Bureau attempted and failed to set up a structured and well-

funded school system. And so, it would seem that Reconstruction’s story in the state of Alabama 

ends here—except it does not.  

 
1 Christopher A. Nordman, “Freedmen’s Bureau in Alabama”, Encyclopedia of Alabama. 
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-1447 
  



A sense of newfound freedom, mobility, and the savvy of the descendants of the enslaved 

lead to the establishment of the marvel of Reconstruction—Black Colleges and Universities. From 

Stillman to Tuskeegee, the thirteen historically Black colleges and Universities in Alabama are 

results of Reconstructions’ impact upon a generation of African Americans, “born free.” 

 What this project intends to do is to uncover some of the lesser known memories, events, 

and characters within African American memory in Alabama, by focusing acutely on the formative 

years and institutions of the generation “born free.” 

 Though the chronology of Reconstructions places its beginnings in the early 1860s and 

ending in 1876, there are numerous problems in the chronology or timeline.2 If there are definite 

parameters placed upon this era, then the memories of African Americans are severed. The creating 

and credence to facts that obfuscate the presence of African Americans during an era in which they 

flourish create a strange memory, almost as if the era passed them by. This strange memory is the 

hole in which African American memory, early cultural practices and histories go to and are 

‘discovered’ again. 

 Take Mr. Samuel Lowery for example, born free around 1830, worked doggedly as a 

preacher, first in his native Tennessee, was then forced to flee in 1857 due to a race riot with his 

father to Cincinnati, Ohio. Then with his wife and children in tow, Lowery left the United States 

for Canada to preach in Chatham, Ontario. His accomplishments are beyond anything the 

chronology of Reconstruction could offer. He was immensely successful in his own right and came 

back to the United States just after the emancipation proclamation to serve as a Chaplain to Black 

Union Troops. After the war, Lowery now a practicing lawyer in Tennessee and his father 

 
2 Fitzhugh Brundage, “Reconstruction in the South”.  Journal of the Civil War Era. 
https://www.journalofthecivilwarera.org/forum-the-future-of-reconstruction-studies/reconstruction-in-the-south/ 
 
 



attempted to build a school in Tennessee in 1867. Terrorist pressure from the Ku Klux Klan and 

political threats from Southern Democrats forced Lowery to close the school in 1874.3  

 Lowery went south, to Huntsville, Alabama. After the death of his daughter Anne, who 

was fascinated with silkworms, he got the idea to meet with major silk manufacturers in the country 

and try again at his dream of a school—the Lowery Industrial Academy in 1875.4 

Document 1: Lowery Industrial Institute Flyer 

 

“ This institute is devoted to the Industrial, Educational, menial and moral, as the Christian 
Instruction of the  youth of both sexes, to properly qualify them for the highest civil duties 
of life. Agriculture, Horticulture, Mechanical Arts and the growth and manipulation of 

 
3 Lois A. Peterson, “Lowery, Samuel R, Notable Black American Men, Book II” Encyclopedia.com November 28, 2019. 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/african-american-focus/news-wires-white-papers-and-books/lowery-samuel-r 
 
4 Ibid,. 



Silk, a specialty…The Founders of this institution appeal to the kindest considerations of 
all person for their mutual assistance in procuring and bestowing the necessary means to 
furnish, endorse and conduct their school in the proposed manner. We have secured by 
lease suitable premises with twenty-five acres of land, the buildings on which cost over 
$100,000. The owner, Ex-Gov. Rueben Chaman of Alabama has offered to donate the 
buildings upon our securing an endowment fund of equal value.5 
       S. & R.M Lowery’s Industrial Academy 
       Huntsville, Madison County, Alabama 

This is the direct transcript of Samuel Lowery’s Industrial Academy, located in Huntsville, Madison 
County, Alabama. The Transcript is asking for donations from the community. 
 
A Teacher in Wetumpka, Alabama 

Rations meant food, clothing and survival to the formerly enslaved as well as their children. 

To a mother, they meant the world in a town occupied by Union troops, in a new era where 

everything had changed but there was no stability. Freedom was flimsy and so a mother 

approached a teacher.  

Document 2: Letter from Black Alabama Teacher to the Alabama Freedmen's 

Bureau Superintendent of Education (Direct Transcript) 

 
Wetumpka Ala  Feb 5th 1867 

Sir:  I am requested by a colored woman, of our city, to write you. asking information about 
rations.  The agent here–Mr. McCutcheon–says that the provisions he has on hand is not for 
negroes, but for the poor white women. And have actually refused to issue any, to any of the 
colored applicants for assistance. Notwithstanding some of them, is in as much need, as the poor 
white women, referred to.  The lady who requested me to write this, has a large family of little 
ones, and she is their sole support.  I know her to be an industrious hard striving woman–yet she 
cannot get any aid, from the subsistence agent here, because she is not white and happened to get 
a husband killed, fighting to destroy the government.  It certainly must be a great crime to be a 
Negro, I cannot view it in any other light.  We the colored people have done all we could to aid 
the government, in her hour of need, and now our services are no longer needed, our women may 
suffer hunger,–when it is in the hands of the agents relieve their wants–simply because are 
black.  Please write and inform me what course to pursue.6      

 
5 Transcript of Lowery Industrial Academy Flyer, “Fundraising Appeal”. Hoole Library, Special Collections, University of 
Alabama 
6 Letter from Black Alabama Teacher to the Alabama Freedmen's Bureau Superintendent of Education; and Headquarters of the 
Alabama Freedmen's Bureau Assistant Commissioner to the Government Relief Agent at Wetumpka, Alabama  
 



Yours Respectfully 
Wm. V. Turner 

This letter serves to offer a good source for an analysis of the era. African Americans may 

have had the status of slave removed legally but in the eyes of white Northerners and Southerners 

alike, humanity was still beyond their station.  

The murder of an African American businessman Alexander Webb for the crime of calling 

a white shop owner “a liar” in the street solidified for the mother, the school teacher and the 

children the flimsiness of freedom.  

Document 3: “Webb Murder”, The Elmore Standard, July 21st 1867 

 

“The Webb Murder: We gather the following particulars of the murder of the register in Greensboro from 
the Beacon of the 15th inst..: 
Homicide— Alex. Webb, a colored man of this place was killed here last Thursday afternoon by Mr. J.C. 
Orrick. The particulars of this tragic and deeply to the regretted affair, as we have heard them, are these: 
Orrick who had been sitting for sometime on a box in front of the store of Messers, Jefferies,, Johnson & 
Co., saw Alex Webb come down a flight of steps leading to Alex’s shop, and advanced a few steps, on a 
cross street, and met Alex, when a few words, passed between them, which were not heard, so far as we 
have been able to learn, by any person— whereupon Orrick drew his pistol and fired three times, each 
shot taking effect, the last shot entered near the heart. Alex. fell dead and Orrick walked off up the street 
to his store—pistol in hand, remarking that “he would allow no damn negro to call him a liar.” 



 
We infer from the facts we have been able to gather, that something previously passed between them 
through a third party, which was particularly offensive to Orrick. 
 
Alex. Webb we take occasion to remark, was a man of good character, and had a large family dependent 
upon him for their support. The affair is most deeply to be regretted by the community..”7 
 
This is a direct transcript taking from The Elmore Standard, a newspaper in circulation in Wetumpka, 
Alabama. 
 

   
In the African American memories of Reconstruction are insights into lives of African 

Americans as they forged their path to citizenship. 

 
Document 4: A Colored Lawyer’s Mission, The New York Times, February 3rd, 1880 

 
 
 
Brief Excerpt from the above article: 

 
7 “The Webb Murder.” The Elmore Standard, Friday, July, 21, 1867 



 
Ex-Governor Reuben Chapman, of Alabama, has bought the United States barracks in 
Huntsville, which cost the government $100,000, and he offers to give them, with 25 acres of 
land, to the Industrial School for Colored People, in which Mr. Lowery in interested, if the 
school can secure an endowment of equal value. Mr. Lowery hopes to gain this endowment from 
Congress. It is proposed to give colored persons of both sexes a good English education in this 
school, and to instruct them in the production and manufacture of silk, culture of tea, the 
mechanic arts and the practical application of chemistry to agriculture and horticulture. Mr. 
Lowery believes that new and valuable industries will sprang up in the South under the 
inspiration of free labor if care is taken to stimulate the intelligence and inventive powers of the 
working classes.8 
 
 
 
Document 5: Lowery Industrial School, from Huntsville Revisited, William Hampton, and 
Nancy M. Rohr, Author of Free People of Color in Madison County, Alabama9 
 

 
 
Above, is a sketching of the silkscreen process at the Lowery Industrial School in Huntsville, 
Alabama. Students at the Lowery Institute are learning about silkscreen process. 
 
 
 
Document 6: Lincoln Normal University, The Marion Times Standard, June 25th, 1884 
 

 
8 “A Colored Lawyer’s Mission.” New York Times. February 3rd, 1880. 
9 Silk Screen Production, Nancy Rohr, Huntsville Free People of Color. 



 
 
Newspaper article in The Marion Standard, a newspaper in Marion, Alabama details the 
graduation day exercises of Lincoln Normal graduates.10  
 
 
 
Document 7: Lincoln Normal, circa 1910s 

 
 

 
10 “Lincoln Normal University.” The Marion Times Standard, June 25th, 1884 



Lincoln Normal School was a school in Marion, Alabama founded by Freedmen shortly after the 
Civil War, that taught from kindergarten to high school. Lincoln Normal School specialized in 
teacher training. This photo is of three female high school students.11 

 

Document 8: Bethelhem Association, excerpt from the Cyclopedia of Colored Baptists 

"When we began, not one among us could write. We organized in Tuscaloosa, and when the 
work was done, it seemed so insignificant an idea that we had attempted to constitute and 
operate an association that it took us two days to accept and recognize what we had done. But 
see what we are now, and what we have done! Of our own sons and daughters, we have with us 
to-day teachers of the State schools, teachers in universities, teachers of music, persons of 
character and of learning. I never in my life, thought I would see so much education in black 
people."12  
 
This is a direct quote from Rev. C. Roberts one of the founding members of the Bethelhem 
Association, an organization, among many colored organizations in the state who fundraise for 
and help to sustain early Black colleges and universities. This group, in particular, has an 
immense effect on the enrollment of students in Selma University. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
11 “Scenes Around Lincoln Normal School,” 1909-1926. AS Williams III Americana Collection. The University of Alabama 
 
12 “Bethehelm Association,” Cyclopedia of Colored Baptists, C.O. Booth, D.D. 1895. pp. 62-63 
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