
DOCUMENTING RECONSTRUCTION AND 
CIVIL RIGHTS IN GEORGIA’S RECORDS

1865-1870



PRESIDENTIAL RECONSTRUCTION
1865-1866

Requirements of President Andrew Johnson for readmission to the Union

• Adopt a new state constitution

• Ratify the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution abolishing slavery

• Repudiate the state’s Confederate debt

Oct. 25 – Nov. 8, 1865: Georgia held a Constitutional Convention; the 1865 Constitution 
was adopted by the convention

Nov. 5, 1865: Election for a new governor, U.S. congressmen, and state legislators

Dec. 4, 1865: Newly-elected General Assembly began session.



“RECONSTRUCTION AMENDMENTS”
TO THE U.S. CONSTITUTION

• 13th Amendment:  Abolished slavery and involuntary servitude, except as punishment for a crime.  Passed by 
Congress Jan. 31, 1865.  Ratified by Georgia Dec. 6, 1865

• 14th Amendment:  Citizenship, due process and equal protection.  Disqualified from office any official who 
broke their oath to support the U.S. Constitution who engaged in insurrection or rebellion or gave aid to 
enemies.  Passed by Congress June 13, 1866.  Ratified by Georgia July 21, 1868 (after rejection Nov. 9, 1866)

• 15th Amendment:  Right to vote: “The rights of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”  
Passed by Congress Feb. 25, 1869.  Ratified by Georgia, Feb. 2, 1870



1865 GEORGIA CONSTITUTION

• 1865 Constitutional Convention

• Repealed the Ordinance of Secession

• Repudiated the state’s Confederate debt

• Georgia’s1865 Constitution, passed Nov. 7, 1865.  Very similar to 1861 Constitution

• Abolished Slavery 

• Prohibited interracial marriage

• Directed Legislature to pass laws “for the government of free persons of color.”

• Directed Legislature to create a County Court

• Defined Electors (voters) as free white males over 21



State Laws: Irwin’s Code, 1867, pp. 334-335



AN ACT TO DEFINE “PERSONS OF COLOR”, AND TO 
DECLARE THE RIGHTS OF SUCH PERSONS

MARCH 17, 1866

• Defined persons of color as those with one-eighth African blood

• Right to:  

• Make and enforce contracts

• Sue and be sued

• Be parties, and give evidence (in courts)

• Inherit

• Purchase, lease, sell, hold, and convey real and personal property

• Benefit from all laws and proceedings for the security of person and estate 

• Are not subjected to any other or different punishment for any offense than those prescribed for white persons 
committing the same acts or offenses (Georgia Laws 1865, p. 239) 

State Laws



LAWS PASSED, 1865 - 1866

Persons of color:

• Living together as husband and wife as of March 9, 1866, are declared married (sustain that legal relation to each 
other)(Georgia Laws 1865 p. 240) 

• Are required to maintain their children, and children born as of March 9, 1866, declared legitimate child of the mother 
and of the father if the father acknowledges the child (Georgia Laws 1865 p. 240)

• Children of color have the same legal obligations to their parents as white persons

• Mother controls children if parents separate (Georgia Laws 1866 p. 156, clarifies Act of March 9, 1866)

• Colored ministers can marry freedmen and freedwomen (Georgia Laws 1866, p.156) 

State Laws



1865 HOUSE 
JOURNAL

Index lists bills filed regarding freedmen.  
Most did not pass, some were covered by 
other laws. 

Examples:

• Prohibit white persons from 
purchasing certain articles from 
negroes

• Compel Railroad companies to 
furnish separate cars for persons of 
color

• Establish the given names and sur-
names of colored freedmen

• To prevent vagrancy



OTHER LAWS AFFECTING PERSONS OF COLOR

• Apprentices law revised (Georgia Laws 1865 p. 8)

• Creation of County Court to deal with minor criminal offenses and civil cases under $100 for damages or 
money due (Georgia Laws 1865 p. 64)

• All cases arising out of the relations of master and servant

• All applications to enforce performance “or other purposes”

• All applications for eviction of trespassers, intruders, and tenants “holding over”

• Partition of personal property

• Trial for possessory warrants, or proceedings of distress warrants, Habeas Corpus cases

• Written agreements for a term of service not more than a year (labor contract) filed in County Court 
and known as Court Contracts (Georgia Laws 1865 p. 74) 

• All agreements must be read aloud before both parties sign by X unless there is plain evidence both parties can read

• Signed agreement has the effect of a judgment and decree

• All issues arising by either party tried by jury

• Tax Act for 1866 taxed all males over 21 (Georgia Laws 1865 p. 253)

State Laws



County Court Records: Chatham County Court Minutes, September Term 1866 (p. 56)

State v. Robert Chapel: Malicious Mischief.  
Plea: Guilty, mercy of the Court.  
Sentence:  $25 fine and costs, or work on the City of Savannah 
public works for 90 days.

State v. William Clark: Affray.  
Plea: Guilty, mercy of the Court.  
Sentence: $30 fine and costs, or15 days in Chatham County Jail.

State v. John Middleton: Simple Larceny. 
Plea: Guilty, mercy of the Court.  
Sentence: $200 fine and costs, or work on the City of Savannah 
public works for 5 months 



Chatham County Court Minutes, September Term 1866 (p. 57)

State v. Gus Williams: Simple Larceny
Plea: Guilty, mercy of the Court
Sentence:  $200 fine and costs, or work on the 
City of Savannah public works for 5 months

4 civil suits for debt, judgement for Plaintiff



• Apprentices:  Jurisdiction assigned to County Court

• All minors may be bound out as apprentices by whichever parent has legal control of minor

• All minor children whose parents are too old, infirm or poor to support them, or who reside out of the county, or orphans 
whose parents’ estates are insufficient to support them, to be bound as apprentices by County Judge

• Master to teach apprentice husbandry (farming), house service, or some other useful trade or occupation, habits of 
industry, honesty and morality

• furnish them with wholesome food, suitable clothing, and necessary medical attention

• See that they’re taught to read English

• Govern with humanity, “using the same degree of force to compel his obedience as a father may use with his minor 
child.”

• Judge can dissolve the relationship if both master and apprentice agree; for gross misconduct of the apprentice; or for 
cruelty of the master and failure to fulfill contract.

Other Laws: Apprentices

Apprentice system developed in Europe in the Middle Ages.  Tradesmen taught young persons their 
trade in exchange for food, clothing and shelter.  A Legal Contract or Indenture between the master, the 
apprentice, and sometimes the apprentice’s parents was signed.  Georgia county courts used apprentices 
to provide care for orphans with no means of support.  There was no foster care system in Georgia.



TERRELL COUNTY
COURT OF ORDINARY

APPRENTICESHIPS, 1866-1920, p. 32

Apprentices

Jack Waller, 13; Mary Waller, 11; Presly Waller, 9, a “freed orphan minor” 
bound to Mary L. Waller “to be taught to labor, and to live with, continue and 
serve...during their minority.”  Dec. 22, 1866

o Obey her commands
o Deport and behave as faithful laborers
o Neither revealing her secrets, nor neglecting her business

Mary L. Waller to:
o Instruct as laborers
o Teach to read English
o Provide with meat, drink & clothing and all other necessaries “in sickness 

and in health”
o At end of apprenticeship, allow them $100 and two suits of clothes (at 

discretion of Ordinary)



Apprentices: Terrell County Indenture 



WHERE CAN I FIND APPRENTICESHIP 
AND COUNTY COURT RECORDS?

• Check County Microfilm Card Catalog (in Virtual Vault) for Apprenticeships 
from 1866, and County Court Minutes, 1866-1868

• Check Ordinary Court Minutes beginning in 1866 for County Court Minutes

• FamilySearch.org, search catalog Georgia [name of county], limit to online records.  
Choose Court Records from list of subjects.

• Apprentice contracts in Ordinary Minutes are seldom indexed, check next 
census to see with whom child is living



COUNTY PROPERTY TAX DIGESTS

• Pre-1865, there was a poll tax for white males and a separate higher tax for free male persons of color

• 1866 Tax Act: Required “ A tax of one dollar upon each and every male inhabitant of this State on the first day 
of April; between the ages of twenty-one and sixty years.”

• When tax is not paid by person who owns no property and is employed as a laborer, the employer is garnished for the 
tax.

• Freedmen/Colored listed separately from white taxpayers from 1867

• Freedmen’s employers were listed beginning in 1867, in some counties continued until 1890s

Taxation



1866 LAURENS COUNTY 
TAX DIGEST



LAURENS CO.
TAX DIGEST 

1866

1. Polls of whites

2. Polls of colored 
persons

3. No. of hands 
employed by you 
between 12 and 
65 years of age

1. 2. 3

Taxes



Campbell County Tax Digest 1867



RICHMOND COUNTY 
TAX DIGEST, 1867, 

FREEDMEN

Self-employed 
freedmen



WHERE CAN I FIND TAX DIGESTS?

Pre-1872, holdings are incomplete

Post-1872, counties required to submit a copy of the tax digest to the state

• Ancestry.com, Georgia, U.S., Property Tax Digests, 1793-1892

• Digests from 1874-1890 for most counties

• Scans of original copies of tax digests in Georgia Archives holdings

• Searchable by name, date, county

• FamilySearch.org, with county records, under Taxation

• Scans of microfilm copies of original tax digests held by county governments

• Mostly pre-1874

• Not searchable by name, same access as to microfilm



Indenture, Thomas Brady to Robert Lumpkin 
“(a person of Color)”

Macon County Deed Book B, pp. 266-267
Lots 9 and 10, Block 1, Town of Oglethorpe

$50.00
May 13, 1867

FamilySearch.org, Georgia, Macon County Land and 
Property.  Deeds and Mortgages, 1857-1902

PROPERTY OWNERSHIP: DEED BOOKS



CONGRESSIONAL RECONSTRUCTION IN 
GEORGIA
1867-1872

Terms for Readmittance to the Union passed by Congress, March 1867:

• 1st Reconstruction Act:  former Confederate states divided into five military districts (Georgia in Third Military 
District with Alabama and Florida under Gen. John Pope)

• 2nd Reconstruction Act:  All males excluding former Confederate leaders permitted to participate in 
constitutional conventions to form new state governments (new constitution).  Voters for delegates must swear 
Oath of Allegiance to United States.

• Gen. Pope directed registration of Georgia’s eligible Black and white voters to vote for delegates to Constitutional 
Convention: Election Oct. 29-Nov. 2, 1867

• 3rd Reconstruction Act: New state constitutions required to provide for universal manhood suffrage.

• 4th Reconstruction Act: Ratify the 14th Amendment (Citizenship) to be readmitted to the Union



RETURNS OF QUALIFIED 
VOTERS 

AND 
RECONSTRUCTION 

REGISTRATION OATH 
BOOKS

Sanford Page, Line 3, 
Coweta County 
Returns of Qualified 
Voters

1867: First record to record freedmen over 21 
with last names throughout the State of Georgia: 
93,437 Black male voters registered



Sanford Page, Line 3, 
Coweta County Returns of 
Qualified Voters:
Registered July 13, 1867
Oath Recorded Coweta 
County Book A, p. 102

Voter Registration: Delegates to 1867 Constitutional Convention



RETURNS OF QUALIFIED 
VOTERS 

AND 
RECONSTRUCTION 

REGISTRATION OATH 
BOOKS

Sanford Page, Coweta County 
Registration Oath Books

Voter Registration: Sanford Page



Where can I find these?

Ancestry: Georgia, U.S., Returns 
of Qualified Voters and 
Reconstruction Registration Oath 
Books, 1867-1869 (1867)

Searchable by name and 
county.

Sanford Page, Coweta County, Registration Oath Books



PRISONERS’ RECORDS

• Laws dealing with specific crimes in the Georgia Code usually stated with the minimum and maximum 
sentence, and whether time is served in the Penitentiary : Penal code

• Sentences specified “hard labor” or “solitary confinement” depending on the crime (Penal Code of 1817, Georgia 
Laws 1817 p. 92) 

• Most sentences with less than 12 months’ time were served in the County Jail

• Because the County Court dealt with lesser offenses drawing sentences of less than a year, those convicted served 
time in county.  Serious felonies were tried in Superior Court

• Chain gangs (“hard labor”) employed by both the Penitentiary and County Jails to work on “public works”:  
road maintenance, public buildings; railroad maintenance

• Prisoners should not be idle.  If you break the law, punishment includes hard labor

Penal Code



STATE PENITENTIARY

• Opened 1817. 

• Burned November 23,1864 (Federal troops or remaining prisoners?)

• Prisoners documented in Central Register of Convicts

• Very few registrations for 1865-May 1867.  Provisional Governor Thomas Ruger began leasing prisoners in May 
1868

• Penitentiary too costly to repair and maintain

• Convicts divided into 3 sections, assigned to 3 groups of lessees

• Penitentiary No. 1 = Dade coal mines

• Penitentiary No. 2 = Group of lessees headed by Gen. John B. Gordon

• Penitentiary No. 3 = Alexander, Murphy and Grant (Alexander Grant)

• Other companies and individuals leased convicts



African Americans marked “col” after name.
Complexion (column 3):  Dark, DK, Blk
Begins line 2029, admitted June 12, 1867

Central Register of Convicts, 1817-1976

Central Register of Convicts, 1866-1879
Recorded by date of arrival

Where can I find these?
Ancestry.com, Georgia, U.S., Central Register of Convicts, 
1817-1976
Searchable by name, Received Date, County of 
Residence, date, and county of conviction (Any 
Event)



Central Register of Convicts, 1817-1976



George Troutman, Bibb 
County, Misdemeanor, 
June 12 1867 to June 12 
1869



SUPERIOR COURT MINUTES

George Troutman, remanded February 7, 1866 to Macon 
City Jail until transfer to State Penitentiary, confined to hard 
labor for 2 years.  Bibb  County Superior Court Minutes, v. 
11, p. 73

Served entire 2 year of sentence when he was transferred 
to the Penitentiary in June 1867.



CONGRESSIONAL RECONSTRUCTION

• Oct. 29 – Nov. 2, 1867: Election for delegates to Constitutional Convention

• 37 Black delegates elected

• December 9, 1867 – March 11, 1868:  Constitutional Convention held in Atlanta

• January 13, 1868 – July 4, 1868:  Gen. Thomas Ruger appointed provisional governor by Gen. George Meade 
(replaced Gen. Pope as commander, 3rd Military District)

• April 20 – 23, 1868: Election to ratify state constitution, elect state officers, state representatives, and U.S. 
Congressmen

• 29 Black Representatives elected, Republicans fell 3 short of a majority in the House

• 3 Black Senators elected, Republicans controlled the Senate

• Rufus Bullock elected governor

• July 30, 1868: Newly elected General Assembly investigates qualifications of members, including ex-Confederate 
leaders and African Americans



1868 CONSTITUTION

• Fulfilled the requirements of the Federal Reconstruction Acts

• All persons born or naturalized in the United States and resident in the State declared citizens of the State [Georgia] 
(Article I, Section II; 14th Amendment to U.S. Constitution) 

• Provided for universal manhood suffrage (Article II, Section II)

• General Assembly instructed to provide a free public school system (Article VI, Section 1)

• Provided for debt relief (homestead exemption?)

• All property of the wife to remain her separate property, not liable for her husband’s debts (Article VII, Section II)

• County Courts abolished (Article V, Section XVI)

• Moved state capital to from Milledgeville to Atlanta (Article X, Section I)



BLACK LEGISLATORS

• House and Senate Committees on Privileges and Elections 
investigated qualifications of members, including Black 
legislators. 

• Challenged on legal qualifications for holding office, i.e. residency

• Challenged on basis of race

• House voted that 25 of 29 Black House members not 
qualified to hold office, Sept. 3, 1868.  2 others later 
disqualified.

• Sen. Aaron Alpeoria Bradley’s eligibility questioned based on 
his having served time in New York

• Bradley sent resignation to Gov. Bulluck on Aug. 9, 1868

• Senators George Wallace and Tunis G. Campbell, Sr., ruled 
ineligible and expelled on Sept. 12



The Atlanta Constitution, Sept. 4, 1868, p. 1, 
extract from House debate and vote 
regarding expulsion of Black members

Black House Members



BLACK SENATORS

• Sen. Aaron Alpeoria Bradley’s eligibility questioned based on his having served 
time in New York

• Bradley sent resignation to Gov. Bullock on Aug. 9, 1868

• Senators George Wallace and Tunis G. Campbell, Sr., ruled ineligible and 
expelled on Sept. 12



• Newspapers published in state capital report daily on the General Assembly when it is in 
session

• Letters to the editor (opinions), articles published in other newspapers, both Georgia and 
out-of-state

• Other newspapers available online in Georgia Historic Newspapers.  Holdings for 1865-1867 
are scattered.

• Atlanta Constitution began publication June 17, 1868.  General Assembly session began July 4, 
1868

• Coverage of the General Assembly includes extracts of speeches and debate by members

NEWSPAPERS



CONGRESSIONAL RECONSTRUCTION

• June 1869: White v. Clemens, Georgia Supreme Court rules that African Americans have a right to hold office in 
Georgia as they are citizens under U.S. and Georgia law, in absence of any specific law barring them from holding 
office.

• January 1870: Gen. Alfred H. Terry removes ex-Confederates from the General Assembly, replaced them with the 
Republican candidates for their districts, and reinstated expelled Black legislators.

• February 1870: Republican legislature ratifies the 15th Amendment and chooses new U.S. Senators

• July 1870: Georgia again readmitted to the Union

• December 1870: Election for next General Assembly to convene November 1871.  Democrats win commanding 
majorities in both houses.

• December 1871: Special election for governor after Gov. Rufus Bullock flees state to escape impeachment.  Ex-
Confederate Col. James M. Smith elected to complete Bullock’s term.



PUBLISHED RESOURCES AVAILABLE ONLINE

Georgia Legislative Documents (transcriptions of laws passed by the General 
Assembly, 1799-1999), searchable by keyword, date, year and page

http://neptune3.galib.uga.edu/ssp/cgi-
bin/ftaccess.cgi?_id=7f000001&dbs=ZLGL

Georgia Historic Newspapers (Digital Library of Georgia), searchable by 
keyword, date, location and title; navigate to specific issues

https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/

Code of the State of Georgia, revised and corrected by David Irwin (Irwin’s Code),
1867 (Courtesy of Alexander Campbell King Law Library, University of 
Georgia)

https://archive.org/details/codeofstateofgeo1867clar/page/866/mode/2up

Code of the State of Georgia, 2nd ed., rev., corr., and notated by David Irwin et al.
(Irwin’s Code), 1873 (Courtesy of Alexander Campbell King Law Library, 
University of Georgia)

https://archive.org/details/codeofstateofgeo00prep/page/904/mode/2up

Journal of the Proceedings of the Constitutional Convention of the People of 
Georgia, …(1865 Constitutional Convention), Milledgeville, Ga., R.M. Orme 
and Son, 1865 (Courtesy Google Books)

https://books.google.com/books?id=xidKAQAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover
&source=gbs_ViewAPI#v=onepage&q&f=false

Journal of the Proceedings of the Constitutional Convention of the People of 
Georgia, …(1868 Constitutional Convention) Augusta, Ga: E.H. Pughe Book 
and Job Printer, 1868 (Courtesy Digital Library of Georgia)

https://dlg.usg.edu/record/dlg_zlgb_gb0086

Georgia House Journals in the collections of Emory University.  Journals from 
1865,1866, 1868, 1870 and 1871 are available in this collection (the Georgia 
General Assembly did not meet in 1867) (Courtesy Emory University)

https://readux.ecds.emory.edu/collections/emory-control:LSDI-
GeorgiaStateHouseJournals/?page=1

Georgia Senate Journals in the collections of Emory University.  Journals from 
1865, 1866, 1868 and 1869 are available in this collection. (Courtesy Emory 
University)

https://readux.ecds.emory.edu/collections/emory-control:LSDI-
GeorgiaStateSenateJournals/


