Two Documents about Fortress Monroe, Virginia
Letter from General Benjamin F. Butler to General-in-Chief Winfield Scott

Mary 27, 1861

Since I wrote my last dispatch the question in regard to slave property is becoming one of very serious magnitude.  The inhabitants of Virginia are using their negroes in the batteries, and are preparing to send the women and children South.  The escapes from them are very numerous, and a squad has come in this morning to my pickets bringing their women and children.  Of course these cannot be dealt with upon the Theory on which I designed to treat the services of able bodied men and women who might come within my lines and of which I gave you a detailed account in my last dispatch.  I am in the utmost doubt what to do with this species of property.  Up to this time I have had come within my lines men and women with their children—entire families—each family belonging to the same owner.  I have therefore determined to employ, as I can do very profitably, the able-bodied persons in the party, issuing proper food for the support of all, and charging against their services the expense of care and sustenance of the non-laborers, keeping a strict and accurate account as well of the services as of the expenditure having the worth of the services and the cost of the expenditure determined by a board of Survey hereafter to be detailed.  I know of n o other manner in which to dispose of this subject and the questions connected therewith.  As a matter of property to the insurgents it will be of very great moment, the number that I now have amounting as I am informed to what in good times would be of the value of sixty thousand dollars.  Twelve of these negroes I am informed have escaped from the erection of the batteries on Sewall’s point which this morning fired upon my expedition as it passed by out of range.  As a means of offence therefore in the enemy’s hands these negroes when able bodied are of the last importance.  Without them the batteries could not have been erected at least for many weeks.  As a military question it would seem to be a measure of necessity to deprive their masters of their services.  How can this be done?  As a political question and a question of humanity can I receive the services of a Father and a Mother and not take the children?  Of the humanitarian aspect I have no doubt.  Of the political one I have no right to judge.  I therefore submit all this to your better judgement, and as these questions have a political aspect, I have ventured—and I trust I am not wrong in so doing—to duplicate the parts of my dispatch relating to this subject and forward them to the Secretary of War.  

“Testimony by the Superintendent of Contrabands at Fortress Monroe, Virginia” Capt. C.B. Wilder, May 9, 1863
Question
How many of the people called contrabands, have come under your observation?

Answer
Some 10,000 have come under our control, to be fed in part, and clothed in part, but I cannot speak accurately in regard to the number.  This is the rendezvous.  They come here from all about, from Richmond and 200 miles off in North Carolina.  There was one gang that started from Richmond 23 strong and only 3 got through.

Q
In your opinion, is there any communication between the refugees and the black men still in slavery?

A
Yes Sir, we have had men here who have gone back 200 miles

Q
In your opinion would a change in our policy which would cause them to be treated with fairness, their wages punctually paid and employment furnished them in the army, become known and would it have any effect upon others in slavery?

A
Yes—Thousands upon thousands.  I went to Suffolk a short time ago to enquire into the state of things there . . . and the colored people actually sent a deputation to me one morning before I was up to know if we put black men in irons and sent them off to Cuba to be sold or set them at work and put balls on their legs and whipped them, just as in slavery; because that was the story up there, and they were frightened and didn’t know what to do. . . .   Some men who came here from North Carolina, knew all about the Proclamation and they started on the belief in it; but they had heard these stories and they wanted to know how it was.  Well, I gave them the evidence and I have no doubt their friends will hear of it.  
