
65  In Pursuit of Freedom                                                      A public history project exploring the anti-slavery movement in Brooklyn

Grade Level: Middle & High School

Objectives: 
Students will
•	 Understand how Brooklyn’s abolitionists used their experiences as community builders 

and political activists to rebuild the nation.
•	 Write and perform a monologue from the perspective of a historical character from 

Reconstruction.

Time: One 50-minute class period

Materials:
•	 Worksheet 1: Help is Here

Background:
On April 14, 1865, as the Civil War drew to a close, organizers invited prominent abolitionist 
and pastor of Plymouth Church, Henry Ward Beecher, to speak at the flag-raising ceremony 
at Fort Sumter. Known for his charisma and oratorical skills, Beecher said, “Terrible in battle, 
may [the flag] be beneficent in peace [and] as long as the sun endures, or the stars, may 
it weave over a nation neither enslaved nor enslaving.” Later that evening, Abraham Lincoln 
was assassinated. He did not witness the ratification of the 13th Amendment abolishing 
slavery in the United States (passed on January 31, 1865) but he was firmly established as 
the “Great Emancipator.”  Lincoln’s views on slavery and emancipation, however, changed 
during his lifetime, and abolitionists in Brooklyn and beyond were responsible for shaping 
many of his later views. Brooklyn’s anti-slavery activists and abolitionists had long recognized 
that their work did not simply end with state emancipation in 1827. Rather, they consistently 
pushed a program of reform that reimagined freedom in the United States that was available 
to all citizens regardless of race. 

Still, the work of Brooklyn’s anti-slavery activists and abolitionists continued. From 1865 
to 1877, Reconstruction formed one of the most turbulent and controversial chapters in 
U.S. history. Brooklynites committed themselves to rebuilding the nation, and themes of 
education and assistance dominated their work as it had during the gradual emancipation 
decades (1799-1827). 
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Solicitation by the New York and Brooklyn 
Freedmen’s Employment Bureau. 1864. 
Collection of Brooklyn, N.Y., Civil War relief 
associations records, ephemera and other 
material. ARC.245: Box 5, Folder 7. Brooklyn 
Historical Society.
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1. Place students in small groups and ask them to brainstorm the 
answers to the following questions: 
•	 What problems did the Civil War solve for African Americans? 
•	 What problems did the Civil War fail to solve for African 

Americans?

2. Create a column for each question on the board and record the 
groups’ responses

3. Explain that although the passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th 
Amendments promised the hope that African Americans would gain full 
and equal rights, there were still many challenges to address. On March 
3, 1865, Congress created the Bureau of Freedmen, Refugees, and 
Abandoned Land Act, also known as the Freedmen’s Bureau. It began 
as a result of mounting pressure to provide for African Americans who 
had escaped enslavement and headed for Union lines during the Civil 
War. The New York and Brooklyn Freedmen’s Bureau opened at 16 
Court Street at the corner of Joralemon. 

4. Tell students that during the Reconstruction period, Brooklynites 
committed themselves to rebuilding the nation. They used their 
experiences as community builders and political activists to offer 
assistance where it was needed.  Some provided assistance in 
Brooklyn, while others went to the South to help the newly freed men, 
women, and children.

5. Distribute Worksheet 1: Help is Here. Place students in small 
groups and have them analyze the documents. Discuss the following 
questions:
•	 What do these documents reveal about life in Brooklyn after the 

Civil War?
•	 Identify the kinds of support and assistance that were available in 

Brooklyn after the Civil War.
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6. Explain to students that Brooklynites donated money, clothes, food, 
and other goods, opened schools and orphanages, and provided jobs to 
freed people and white Union refugees.

7. Assign a Reconstruction era character to each student. Possibilities 
can include the following:
•	 A newly freed African American from the South
•	 A former African-American soldier who fought in the Union army
•	 An African-American woman from Brooklyn who went to the 

South to teach in a freedmen school
•	 A white woman who sits on the Committee of Ladies who held a 

benefit for freedmen and black soldiers
•	 A white man/woman who works at the Freedmen’s Bureau in 

Brooklyn 

8. Have students write a monologue in which the character expresses 
his or her point of view on life after the Civil War. The monologue should 
reveal the character’s situation in life and his or her needs, wants, and 
motivations. Students should share their monologues with the class. 
Ask the students to refer back to the responses to the first activity and 
have them incorporate into their monologues how their characters will 
work to address the problems that the Civil War failed to solve.

Linking Past and Present
Have students reflect on the following questions:

•	 What principles of freedom was the United States 
founded upon?

•	 Has the United States been successful in maintaining  
these freedoms?

•	 What freedoms are still not guaranteed for all people?
•	 What can you do to help move the country toward the 

promise of freedom and equality for all?


