
Foundations for a 
Future

Civil War and Reconstruction 
African American Populations 
and Homelessness

Alessandra Diaz
Columbia University in the City of New 
York



Table of Contents
• Context and Thesis

• Literature Review

• Results

o 1.1

o 1.2

o 1.3

• Discussion

• Limitations and Methodology

• Conclusion

7 / 1 8 / 2 0 2 5
              

2



Context and Thesis
• Refugees and contraband camps during the 

Civil War

• Vagrants, effective re-enslavement, and the 

word "homeless" during Reconstruction

• Thesis and research goals

o The lack of consideration for basic needs 

after emancipation for the formerly 

enslaved in urban areas

o Homelessness comes from the legacy of 

enslavement, according to the letters in the  

CWRGM collection

Laws of the State of Mississippi, passed at a Regular Session of the Mississippi Legislature, 
held in the City of Jackson, October, November and December, 1865 (Jackson: J. J. Shannon & 
Co., State Printers, 1866), 82–85, 86–89, 90–91, 165–167. Available at https://goo.gl/cJfW5k.



Literature Review

o Walker (1974) and Murrell Taylor 

(2018)

o A history of refugee and 

contraband camps in Mississippi

• Mannheimer (2014)

o A history of vagrancy laws and 

the liberal discretion they allowed 

police to re-enslave African 

Americans
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Amy Murrell Taylor. Embattled Freedom : Journeys Through the Civil War’s Slave Refugee 
Camps. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2018. https://research-
ebsco-com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/linkprocessor/plink?id=4e2eee2f-e7cf-335f-8c0e-
64ca4044a35e. Pp. 58

https://research-ebsco-com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/linkprocessor/plink?id=4e2eee2f-e7cf-335f-8c0e-64ca4044a35e
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Results

Correlation map between the 
enslaved population by 1860 and 
the free African American 
population by 1870 

African American population by 
county, according to the 1870 
census
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Results

Warren County A map of contraband camps across 
Mississippi during the Civil War over 
the African American population by 
1870.

Corinth
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Correlation map between free 
African American population and 
the origins of the letters discussing 
homelessness

Results

Location of 
letters 
regarding 
homelessness



Discussion

• Legislation was not corrective or provided 
a foundation for a future: contraband 
camps and vagrancy laws were a reaction 
to a housing crisis, seeking to 
temporarily correct and control

• However, many African Americans 
sought their own means of community 
protection

o Mass racial violence in November of 1875
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Burris, Abraham B., "Letter from Abraham B. Burris to Mississippi Governor Adelbert Ames; October 13, 1875," 
Mississippi Department of Archives and History, Ames Series 803: Box 997, Folder 10 in Civil War & 
Reconstruction Governors of Mississippi, accessed July 14, 2025, https://cwrgm.org/item/mdah_803-997-10-19.



Limitations and Methodology

• Many African Americans mentioned in the letters could not/did not 
write letters on their own behalf

• Many homeless people are not mentioned in Census or 
population records

• Small sample size (60 letters)

oLocational data mapped was from letters and data pulled from census 
records

oQGIS for mapping
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Conclusion

How did this synthesize and add to the literature?

What are some areas for future research?
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Thank you! Questions?
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