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A Struggle for Sovereignty: 
National Consolidation, Emancipation, 

and Free Labor in Texas, 1865 

By NANCY COHEN-LACK 

ON JUNE 7, 1865, NEARLY TWO MONTHS AFTER GENERAL ROBERT E. LEE
surrendered at Appomattox, the editor of the Galveston Weekly News
lamented the "recent astonishing changes that have taken place in our 
political situation." Two weeks before no man could "have dreamed 
that the surrender of General Lee would have been followed, in such 
rapid succession, by the surrender of all the armies of the Cis-Missis­
sippi without a single effort of resistance, and also by the surrender of 
all the armies of the Trans-Mississippi, numbering by the muster rolls, 
62,000 troops, not only without a contest, but without an enemy in 
arms against us, within 500 miles. The history of the world affords no 
parallel to this." What had brought the inconceivable-surrender-to 
pass? He alluded to a betrayal from within: "Two weeks ago every true 
Southern man felt it his duty to say and do all in his power to sustain 
our cause .... " If all had lived up to this obligation, the soldiers would 
never have given up the resistance. His compatriots in editorial offices 
throughout Texas had fulfilled their duty admirably, rallying readers 
for a noble resistance against Yankee subjugation with confident assur­
ances that Texans had the physical capability, if not the will. 1 A 
weakening of resolve, however, had been evident in all quarters. In one 
town, though people publicly denounced the reports of successive 
Confederate defeats as Yankee propaganda, they prudently refused to 

1 Galveston Weekly News, June 7, 1865 (despite its name, the newspaper was published in 
Houston) (microfilm edition, Eugene C. Barker Texas History Center, University of Texas at 
Austin). Examples of the editorial call for resistance can be found Inmost editions of the Galveston 
Weekly News, the Marshall Texas Republica11, and the Bellville Countryman from !he first rumors 
in mid-April of Lee's defeat until the confirmation of Texas's surrender (all in microfilm edition, 
Barker Texas History Center). The author wishes to thank Barbara J. Fields for her guidance 
throughout this project and her thoughtful criticism of several drafts of the manuscript. She also 
wishes to thank Eric Foner, Anthony E. Kaye, Marion K. Maneker, and the editor and anonymous 
reviewers of the Journal of Southern History for their helpful suggestions and comments on earlier 
drafts of this article. 

Ms. CoHEN-LACK is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Histo1, at
Columbia University. 
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where property holders exercised political power and so-called depen­
dents-slaves �nd wome!'1-were excluded from the body politic 
because of their alleged incapacity to sustain themselves indepen­
dently._ Texas freed_men who staked out plots of land on the old slave 
plantation, appropna�ed_ the ex-master's mules, or petitioned northern
agents to protect their nghts were doing more than making a bid for 
perso�al autono�y; they were staking a claim to full citizenship in the 
A!'11encan repubhc. They perceived that if they arose from bondage 
without the i_n�terial resources to defend themselves against the new 
fo"? of dominion enthro�ed by free labor, they would lose the oppor­
tunity to wrest freedom, independence, and equal citizenship as they 
understood them from the Union's grant of legal equality and free 
contract. 
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