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Mary Clemmer Ames, Eyewittness to the Seige and Capture of Harpers Ferry 1862 

 

"The stony streets of Camp Hill throbbed with unwonted life.  Soldiers were hurrying to and 

from the roadside spring with their black coffee kettles, eager to get their day's supply of water 

before the bombshells thickened in the air. 

 

Many strangers refugees from Martinsburg and Winchester, paced up and down the street.  

Citizens at the corners discussed the probabilities of the day with troubled faces.  Young girls 

and matrons passed up the hospital path laden with baskets of delicacies, mindful of the suffering 

soldiers amid all their fears.  Poor contrabands stood talking in incoherent terror of "Jackson" 

and the certainty of their "being cotched and sold down South."  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Contraband Definition and terms used by US military in their records. 

With the outbreak of the Civil War, black lives were thrown into uncertainty.  Slaves who fell into northern 

hands were termed "contraband", captured enemy property, and held in a camp located on the old Armory 

grounds. 

Public History Activities  Outline 

The “Lives in Limbo: Contraband Camp” exhibit will allow visitors to understand and experience the role 

of runaway slaves during the early portion of the Civil War. Historic photos, drawings, correspondence, 

and other documentation will provide evidence that allows the living history branch to recreate a 

contraband camp exhibit around John Brown’s Fort.  The exhibit will include 1862 appropriate props and 

settings to ascribe meaning to soldier, civilian and African American experiences leading up to the 

release of the emancipation proclamation. These props and settings could be:  Sibley tent, a wall tent, 

camp fire, artillery piece, US Quartermaster  Wagon, Hospital Tent, firewood, sledge hammer and metal 

wedges for splitting firewood, a sawing buck, two person saws, shovels, gravel, all items that 

demonstrate the back breaking tasks contraband faced when assigned to work crews for the US 

Quartermaster . 

Parks staff and interns will portray Federal soldiers as part of the Provost Guard and Harpers Ferry 

civilians. Visitors will have the opportunity to experience the daily work of contraband. Under the 

supervision of park staff, visitors will perform various tasks that were assigned to contraband in Harpers 

Ferry in 1862. These tasks include: 

 Doing laundry 

 Cutting wood using a hand saw 

 Splitting wood 

 Hauling artillery piece 

 Hauling boxes, loading/unloading QM wagon 

 “Reporting” on enemy troop movements 

Staff will interpret the role of slavery as a cause of the Civil War, the John Brown Raid, the evolving role 

of runaway slaves during the Civil War, and the role of Harpers Ferry during the Civil War. 

Contraband Stories  

“Contraband Horse Thieves” 

On May 13, two black men were arrested in possession of stolen horses. Three days later Jacobs and 

Flemister, two white men from Front Royal, appeared with papers claiming ownership of the horses. The 

Provost Guard investigated the matter and determined that the black men were actually runaway slaves 

from the farms of Jacobs and Flemister. Since April, the two black men had been working as teamsters 

for the Quarter Master in and around Harpers Ferry. 

For undetermined reasons, these black men joined white vagabonds and began stealing horses. This new 

gang of horse thieves began considering the best sources for horses. On the evening of May 12
th
, the two 

black men snuck onto the farms of Jacobs and Flemister and stole their former masters’ horses. Perhaps 

it was revenge for years of enslavement or perhaps the contraband were looking for horses in an area in 

which they were most familiar. 



Upon the recommendation of the former masters, the Provost Guard placed the two black men in 

confinement to await trial. While the US government cannot return slaves to their masters, the masters 

still find a way to play a role in the fate of their former property. Mr. Jacobs further exert s his 

“superiority” by describing one of his former slaves as “exceedingly vicious and mischievous” and the 

other “with intelligence above the ordinary capacity of the generality of the negroes.”  

These ideas of racial inferiority and subjugation permeated throughout the US before the Civil War. The 

war and the role of the contraband represent a fundamental shift in this ideology and the eventual 

abolition of slavery. Unfortunately, ideas of inferiority and superiority would continue for another 

century. Through the efforts of Civil Rights leaders, many of whom utilized John Brown’s Fort as an 

inspirational symbol, Civil Rights legislation has facilitated freedom and equality, regardless of race. 

Today America prides itself on the ideas of freedom and equality, ideas that were cultivated in the 

contraband camps around John Brown’s Fort. 

Supporting Documentation (Summary) 

Documentation at the National Archives, Capt. Flagg’s papers, newspaper correspondence, soldier’s 

personal recollections, etc. suggest that the Harpers Ferry contraband were involved in the following: 

 Attempting to escape slavery and find asylum and work behind Federal lines 

 Serving as body servants 

 Cooking for soldiers and officers 

 Reporting on Jackson’s troop movements in May (especially around Winchester) 

 Hauling supplies across the Potomac in advance of Jackson’s May campaign 

 Repairing roads 

 Repairing the pontoon bridge 

 Constructing fortifications 

 Performing various camp tasks (laundry, splitting wood) 

 Hauling artillery and other supplies (as illustrated in the Forbes sketch) 

Transcriptions 

Supporting Documentation in HAFE and Online Resources 

On March 8, 1862, Strother described the scenes of Blacks passing through and working in Harpers 
Ferry1: 

“Society was thrown into a ferment to-day by the advent of a wagon-load of negroes, 

composed of several families with their household goods and plunder en route for a free 

country. They were halted for half an hour before the Provost-Marshal’s office, and then 

passed on to Harper’s Ferry. Since our occupation of the country negro men have never 

ceased to flock into our lines, and, as a matter of military police, were arrested and 

confined in the military jail, which was used as a guard-house. They were held and 

maintained to prevent a nuisance of so many unrecognized loafers in our camps. Without 

any authority or wish to return them to their owners, the General was embarrassed to 

know how to dispose of them. The Quarter-master at Harper’s Ferry had demanded a 

detail of men to load and unload army stores. This seemed to afford a solution of the 

difficulty. The blacks were marched in squads to Harper’s Ferry, and set to work, 

earning their bread and beans in Uncle Sam’s service. This looked ominous; but as these 

refugees were only males, it was thought probable that they would presently become 

disgusted with the work and rations at Harper’s Ferry, and return voluntarily to 

their homes and families. These calculations were founded on knowledge; for the 



idea of freedom from work predominates in the negro’s brain at this time. But the 

sight of the family of emigrants, with its household goods and gods, passing 

northward unchecked, could not be misunderstood. Hitherto the negroes who had 

gone went light-handed and as fugitives; now the exodus had commenced in one 

day, laden with the spoils of the Egyptians. The sensation created is profound. 

The land utters a smothered groan and curses deep, which would be louder for 

the presence of military power. Even the professed Union people meet us now 

with clouded faces, and the growing friendliness of the inhabitants has received a 

chilling check. 

In a letter to his brother on March 15, 1862, Capt. F. A. Donaldson (71st Pennsylvania) writes from 
Bolivar Heights2  regarding African Americans marching out of the area along with union troops: 

“As we moved away from the vicinity of Charlestown, we saw a number of nigroes 

leaning on a fence surrounding a neat little house on what appeared to be a large 

plantation. Capt. Urie spoke to one of them and asked whether he would like to join the 

army. Replying that he would, the Captain told him to come along and he and two or 

three others did so. In conversation with him I learned his name to be George Slow, and 

that he had been a slave, but on joining the Confederate Army, his master, knowing he 

could not keep his slaves, had given them their freedom and he (George) would like me to 

go back and corroborate what he said. He had been a house servant and nicely brought 

up. Indeed, for that matter, his conduct and manners soon bespoke him a “quality dark.” 

We like him very much, as he is a first rate cook and very hand generally.” 

 

In another letter from Bolivar Heights on March 20, 1862, Capt. Donaldson writes to his brother, Jacob3 , 
regarding the types of duties contrabands fulfill in the army camps. 

“Our camp is filled with “contrabands” and everyone now has his “George” to pull off 

his boots and to wait upon him. My George has proved a treasure and by his conduct 

commands respect, not only from the soldiers, but from the nigroes, also, the latter, 

however, he is too swell a “dark” to notice. Harry Donaldson is much amused at my 

“body” servant as he calls him and thinks I am commencing rather soon to assume the 

privilege of an officer…” 

On April 24, 1862, Captain Flagg received orders from Captain Holabird on using contraband for road 
construction projects: 

New Market        S. B. Holabird 

Capt. GA Flagg        Capt. AQM  

AQM         April 24, 1862 

 

Mr. Powers in QM service is ordered to report to you with all the contraband he can 

collect at the ferry. When he arrives you will put him to repair the road to Martinsburg. 

Get tools from Strasburg – Seize all the Negroes carts and stone hammers and put the six 

miles of bad road in good order. Break stones the whole distance if necessary. Call on 

Provost Marshall for guard to keep Negroes at work if necessary and to help collect them 

and the tools and carts. By order of Maj. General Banks. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SB Holabird 
Capt. & AQM 

 
On May 25, 1862, Brigadier-General R. Saxton sends a dispatch to Washington regarding contraband 
working in Harpers Ferry4: 
 

“…I have all the contrabands at work moving the stores across the river to provide 

against a possible contingency….” 

 
During the Missouri State convention (June 1862), delegates discussed the condition of slavery in 
Virginia. In his testimony, Mr. Hall of Randolph said5: 
 

“I have lived in the valley of Virginia and my relations now live there; I correspond with 

them, and I see persons almost daily from one of the counties in that part of the State, and 

while they have lost a great many negroes, as we have in this State, my information does 

not lead me to believe that it is true [that there is not a slave in the valley of Virginia]. My 

information is that a great many negroes have escaped in consequence of the disturbances 

in the country; but my information from my sisters living at Harper’s Ferry, is that negroes 

have been stopped from crossing the river, and that that place is filled with negroes 

without owners. 

 
1Strother, David Hunter. Personal Recollections of the War. P. 180. 
2Acken, Gregory J. (Ed.) Inside the Army of the Potomac: The Civil War Experience of Captain Francis 
Adams Donaldson. Pp. 48-49. 
3Acken, Gregory J. (Ed.) Inside the Army of the Potomac: The Civil War Experience of Captain Francis 
Adams Donaldson. P. 51. 
4Official Records of the War of the Rebellion. Series 1, Vol. 12. P. 631. 
5Journal of the Missouri State Convention: held in Jefferson City, June 1862. P. 98. 
 

Supporting Documentation from the National Archives 

The letter below is referenced by Ira Berlin in Freedom. It could be suggested that contraband were 

working on the bridge (perhaps rebuilding the pontoon bridge or RR bridge), but since bridge is now 

complete, the contraband are free to work on other tasks (i.e. QM service and fortification 

construction). 

Harpers Ferry, Va  15
th  

June 1862 

Capt. Rutherford 

A.Q. Master 

Present 

 The Col. comdg. directs that you take as many contrabands as is deemed 

necessary for the use of the Qr. Master’s and Commissary departments since the bridge 

is completed 

he deems 30 will be sufficient and that all others must be enrolled to the number of 100 

(if they can be obtained) for the use Engineer department to work in the fortifications at 

Camp Hill. 

 The Col. comdg. Also directs that tomorrow morning you will furnish Maj. 

Benjamin 8
th
 NY Cav. with all the spades, Shovels and axes he may want. 

I am Capt. Very Respectfully 

Your Obd. Servt 

[Col. Dixon S. Miles] 



The following letters are the sources for the contraband horse thieves story 

Head Quarters R Road Brigade 

Harpers Ferry    14
th
 may 1862 

Lieutenant 

 The Col comdg directs me to say that he commends your vigilance and prompt 

action in arresting the negroes and Horses yesterday but regrets that you did not succeed 

in capturing the White Man. As Maj. Genl. Banks, telegraphed last evening to arrest and 

confine him. The Col. commanding directs that you send the Negroes +Horses to the 

Provost Marshall at this place as soon as possible. 

I am Lieutenant 

very Respectfully 

Your Obt Servt 

   

Head Quarters RR Brigade 

Harpers Ferry   17
th
 May 1862 

Major 

 On yesterday two gentlemen named Jacobs and Flemister from Front Royal, 

called upon me with papers from Brig. Genl. Shields claiming the four horses captured in 

possession of two colored men four or five days ago. The proof was conclusive that the 

Negroes were runaways from their farms, had been absent since April and employed as 

teamsters in the Qr. Masters Dept. and ont the night of the 12
th
 inst[?] had stolen from 

their stables these horses. These Gentlemen had no other horses to work their farms with 

and their ploughs are idle under the circumstances I returned the horses to them. The 

colored men are in confinement. Mr. Jacobs represents one of them as exceedingly 

vicious and mischievious. The other with intelligence above the ordinary capacity of the 

generality of the negroes and capable of doing great harm in the country. Both 

Gentlemen beq’d that these men should be retained in custody until the civil tribunal 

could deal with them. As they and other black men with a few vagabond whites are the 

horse thieves of the country. I respectfully await your further instructions about 

disposition to be made of these prisoners. 

I am Major 

Very Respectfully 

Your Obd. Servt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



Documentation from Jefferson County Library , Sources by Edward Philips,  
On September 15, 1862, 12,500 Union soldiers garrisoned at Harpers Ferry surrendered to Stonewall Jackson's 

Confederates.  After the battle, Confederate forces returned many captured African Americans to slavery.  Contemporary 

accounts estimate that more than a thousand runaway slaves were rounded up and sent South following the Federal 

surrender. 1  

 

Harpers Ferry was occupied by the federals almost continuously as an army base during most of the war. After February 

1862, the town became predominantly Negro in its civilian population.  When Jackson captured the place in September, 

1862, he was said to have captured between six hundred to a thousand fugitives, whom he sent south. 1 

Confederate General Josiah Gorgas  “Sunday September 21st, last Sunday our Army captured Harpers Ferry with 11,000 

prisoners and a large amount of stores. From 6 to one thousand negroes were recaptured….” 4 

 “In March of 1862, large number of them were organized into squads and marched to Harpers Ferry where laborers in large 

numbers were needed for unloading and loading of military stores”.2    “In April, the need for more led to an order to a 

quartermaster at that town “to seize all the negroes” needed for repair of roads, and to place them under a strong provost 

guard to see that they remained at work.3  

1. Phillips, Edward H. The Lower Shenandoah Valley During the Civil War: The Impact of War Upon the Civilian 

Population and Civilian Institutions. Page 289. 

2. Strother, Recollections, XXXIV, 180. 

3. Captain S. B. Holabird to Captain G.A. Flagg, April 24,1862. Flowers  Collection, Duke University 

4. Josiah Gorgas, The Civil War Diary of General. Page 235. 

 

 


