
© Sharon Batiste Gillins  sbgillins@gmail.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
A persistent desire among family history researchers is to learn how their enslaved 
ancestors lived and what their community was like.  This is especially true of the 
transition period from slavery to freedom immediately following the Civil War.  The 
Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands operated in 15 southern states 
and the District of Columbia to help freedmen, white refugees and the community as a 
whole recover from the ravages of the institution of slavery and a destructive war.  
Known as the Freedmen’s Bureau, this complex military and government bureaucracy 
collected data and wrote first-person narrative reports on a wide range of community 
indicators including the health, education, race relations, general well-being, and status 
of the crops and labor.  In true government fashion, they collected multiple and frequent 
reports to document the progress toward their objectives.  The records represent a 
treasure trove of information waiting for researchers to discover, especially about the 
lives of formerly enslaved people and the conditions under which they lived.      
 
The records are voluminous, with over 1918 rolls of microfilm, now digitized, giving 
researchers access to these important records at the desktop.  Although some of the 
records are name-indexed, a successful targeted search depends on use of finding aids  
as the indispensable guides to navigating the contents of the record group.   
 
Learning Outcomes 
 

• Describe the history and purpose of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and 
Abandoned Lands and its significance to African American research. 

• Explain the organization of the Bureau and its reporting protocols including its 
relationship to the type of records that may be found at each level of the FB. 

• Utilize descriptive finding aids to target Freedmen’s Bureau records for a state 
and field office(s) of research. 

• Analyze record content for details of the social, cultural and economic lives of 
freedmen during Reconstruction.   

  
History and Purpose 
 
The Freedmen’s Bureau was established in the War Department in 1865 and operated 
in 15 southern states and the District of Columbia until 1872.  The Bureau’s mission was 
to provide aid to the people of the South, including freedmen and white refugees, and to 
restore the economy of the South that had been destroyed by the Civil War.   
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The Bureau operated in: 
 

Alabama 
Arkansas 
District of Columbia 
(Washington, DC) 
Florida 
Georgia 

Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maryland & Delaware 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
North Carolina 
 

South Carolina 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Virginia 

 
Bureau functions were very broad: 

• Establish and monitor labor 
contracts between freedmen, 
planters and former enslavers; 

• Monitor plantation operations; 

• Establish schools; 
 

 Records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands are located in 
National Archives Record Group 105.  Review the information provided by NARA for this 
federal record group here https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-
bureau 

 Each set of microfilmed records is assigned its own “M” number.  As an example, in the 
state of Alabama, the Records of the Assistant Commissioner are assigned M809; Records 
of the Superintendent of Education is assigned M810 and Records of the Field Offices are 
assigned M1900.  These “M” numbers are provided in the previous link on the NARA page 
and also links researchers to images and information at FamilySearch.org.  Use the NARA 
page to explore the drop-down menu for each state of research.  (More about accessing 
record images will be provided in subsequent sections of this syllabus.)    

Bureau Organization and Records 
 
The Bureau was organized as a top-down military hierarchy in which orders flowed 
down the chain of command and reports flowed up the chain of command. The 
organizational structure of the Freedmen’s Bureau directly affects the type and 
content of the records as well as how researchers target the locations of records that 
may help answer research questions.  
 
Many different types of reports and records were generated by Bureau personnel at the 
various levels of operation in each state.  The type of record you search for is 
determined by your defined research goal.  If you are researching family names and 
circumstances, the records generated by the Bureau Commissioner in Washington, DC 
are not likely to include information related to your family history goals, but will have 
relevant information for those researching administrative and legal issues. 
 

 The most name-specific information is likely to be found at the local levels where 
residents and Bureau personnel were in direct contact.  This interaction occurred 
at the field-office and district levels.   

• Solemnize marriages; 

• Reunite families; 

• Render relief and medical 
assistance; 

• Administer justice; more… 

•  

•  
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Records were generated locally in the field offices established by the Bureau and filed 
to the next highest reporting office.  As the information proceeded up the chain of 
command, it was consolidated and became more statistical in content.   
 

 The types of records that researchers should search for in order to locate name-
specific information includes (but is not limited to) applications, registers, lists, 
marriage records, complaints, labor contracts and medical reports.   

 
Reporting Level Who Generated 

the Records 
Characteristics Record Types Generated 

Bureau 
Headquarters, 
Washington, DC 

Commissioner Official, statistical, 
administrative data;  
rarely includes family 
personal information  

Letters, telegrams, reports to 
Congress and President, legal 
correspondence, personnel 
appointments 

State  Assistant 
Commissioner  

Consolidated numerical 
data collected from 
subordinates about the 
delivery of services;  
summary and periodic 
overviews on progress 
in the area; limited 
personal information 

State-wide condition and status  
reports;  
periodic narrative reports on 
conditions and progress; 
consolidated lists and statistical 
data;  
applications and reports related to 
abandoned lands 
 

Superintendent 
of Education 

Bureau educational 
activity on the 
establishment, operation 
and maintenance of 
schools; may contain 
names of teachers and 
locations of schools 

Area-wide consolidated 
information on schools including 
the number of students, locations 
of schools, financial accounting,   

District and/or 
Sub-Districts (in 
heavily populated 
areas with multiple 
field offices) 

Sub-Assistant 
Commissioner  

Consolidated 
information collected 
from field offices; some 
name-specific 
information may be 
present in less detail 

Registers and lists with 
consolidated information on labor, 
education, destitution, medical aid; 
unexpected other record types 

Field Office Field Agent Name-specific 
information collected 
locally from residents; 
greatest presence of 
names and personal 
information 

Applications, appeals, complaints, 
contracts, censuses, plantation 
status reports, condition reports, 
marriage records, medical reports;  
unexpected other record types 

 
Although there was some consistency to the hierarchical organization of the Bureau in 
the states of operation, there was much variation in how the work was carried out. It is 
important that researchers carefully explore Bureau operations in each state of 
research.   

 To learn more about the organization of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the records generated 
at each level of the Bureau, read “Navigating Freedmen’s Bureau Records for Research 
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Success”.  National Genealogical Society Magazine. National Genealogical Society, 2nd 
Quarter 2021.  

 To learn about Bureau operation in each state, read the state-specific description of 
operations located in the finding aids or descriptive pamphlets for each state (described 
below).  The finding aids or descriptive pamphlets will be found at the beginning of EVERY 
database for EVERY Microfilm Collection for EVERY state in which Freedmen’s Bureau 
records will be found.  Researchers should not skip this step as this state-specific 
description will provide important background about how the Bureau operated in your state 
of research.    

 
Identify the Field Office(s) 
 
Locate the field offices closest to where your research subject lived.  Be sure to 
research surrounding field offices.  
 

 Find the field offices here: Mapping the Freedmen’s Bureau 
https://mappingthefreedmensbureau.com/  .  This important resource, developed 
by Angela Walton-Raji and Toni Carrier, contains interactive maps, active links to 
the Descriptive Pamphlets, sample documents, locations of a wide range of 
Freedmen’s Bureau facilities and so much more.  Researchers should thank 
these genealogy educators for the work they continue to pour into this resource.  

 
 
The Finding Aids—The Descriptive Pamphlet and Beyond  
 
Freedmen’s Bureau records are uniquely identified by the National Archives as Record 
Group (RG) 105. The Descriptive Pamphlet (DP) is the finding aid developed by the 
National Archives at the time the records were microfilmed.  The DP describes the 
contents of the record group, and each microfilm collection in the RG 105.  This 
includes the Washington, DC headquarters  and each state and field office in which the 
Freedmen’s Bureau operated.  The DP’s Table of Contents consists of a series of 
paragraphs with italicized headings that describe the unbound records and volumes on 
the roll and their inclusive dates.   
 

 You may download and study the DP for your state and region of research as it 
was written and laid out at the time the records were microfilmed. 

 
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau 
 

 Changes in technology have improved the way researchers can access 
Freedmen’s Bureau records, making it easier for researchers to navigate the 
records.  However, the order and organization of the records has not changed 
since established by the National Archives.   

 The Descriptive Pamphlet has been reformatted at the Smithsonian Online 
Virtual Archive (SOVA) to enable researchers to download a key-word 

https://mappingthefreedmensbureau.com/
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau
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searchable pdf with active links to images of the that group of images.  
Remember, the order and organization of the records remains the same.  

 
This researcher finds it most useful to use both the original Descriptive Pamphlet in 
conjunction with the digitized Finding Aid at SOVA in navigating the records.  
 

 
Options for Record Access 
 
The most widely used digital portals to access Freedmen’s Bureau records are listed 
below.  Try each one and discover the one that works best for your research style.  
 

 Each database has unique capabilities and a different user interface, but the 
contents and order of the records remain consistent with NARA’s original 
organization of the records and descriptions in the DP.   
 
Internet Archive  https://archive.org/ (digitized microfilm rolls) 
FamilySearch.org  https://www.familysearch.org/search/collection/2721171 
(digitized microfilm rolls, some searchable indexes)  Also conduct a place search 
by state of research, >Slavery and Bondage>Records of the Assistant 
Commissioner or Records of the Field Offices 
Ancestry.com https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/62309/ 
Smithsonian Online Virtual Archive  https://sova.si.edu/record/NMAAHC.FB 
(digitized  

 

 The Freedmen’s Bureau Collection at the Smithsonian Online Virtual Archive has 
the most innovative and user-friendly interface that links researchers directly to 
the contents of the records.   Despite digital access and continually increasing 
indexing, a page-by-page search for specific names is recommended in addition 
to using available name indexed searches. 

 
Freedmen’s Bureau Research Strategy 

• Study the organization of the Bureau and history of operations in the state of 

research. 

• Study the Descriptive Pamphlet and/or finding aid of state of research, really 

study.   

• Locate the field office(s) nearest to your ancestor, then the district and/or state 

office. 

• Focus your research on record types that will advance your research goals. 

• Identify the Microfilm Roll number that contains the types of records that could 

possibly answer your research question. 

https://archive.org/
https://www.familysearch.org/search/collection/2721171
https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/62309/
https://sova.si.edu/record/NMAAHC.FB
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• Access the desired Microfilm Roll; microfilm on site, online at FamilySearch.org,  

Internet Archive, Smithsonian Online Virtual Archive, Ancestry.com or other 

online sources. 

• Conduct a name-indexed search; follow with page-by-page search to locate 

research subjects.  Don’t forget to search the names of possible enslavers, family 

members, neighbors and associates. 

• Repeat at the district and state levels.   
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Sample Freedmen’s Bureau Records from Headquarters, State and Field Offices  
 
Although marriage records were generated at the field offices, they were 
consolidated at the state and ultimately Commissioner’s headquarters because of 
the importance the Bureau placed on solemnizing new and long-standing existing 
marriages.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Series Title: Office of the Commissioner 

Collection 
Title: 

Marriage Records of the Office of the Commissioner, Washington Headquarters 
of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1861-1869 

Image 
name: 

004420238_00434.jpg 
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The Assistant Commissioner of each state held responsibility for records related to 
crimes against freedmen and committed by freedmen.  This information would have 
been originally generated at the local field office level, and filed for adjudication at the 
state level. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Series Title: Records Relating to Murders, Outrages, and Other Criminal Offenses 

Collection 
Title: 

Records of the Assistant Commissioner for the State of Texas Bureau of Refugees, 
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-1869 

Image name: 007676787_00056.jpg 
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Due to the ravages of war, disease and natural disaster, black and white residents 
applied for rations and other assistance at the local field office level.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Series Title: Subordinate Field Offices, Applications for Rations 

Collection 
Title: 

Records of the Field Offices for the State of Louisiana, Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872 

Image name: 007641652_00399.jpg 
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The Freedmen’s Bureau had responsibility to place children who were orphaned or who could 

not be cared for in homes of selected white residents as “indentures”. 
 

Series Title: Subordinate Field Offices, Indentures  

Collection 
Title: 

Records of the Field Offices for the State of Louisiana, Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872 

Image name: 007641666_01021.jpg 
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Series Title: Subordinate Office, Registers of Colored Persons 

Collection 
Title: 

Records of the Field Offices for the State of Louisiana, Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872 

Image 
name: 

007641622_00411.jpg 

 


