
Published on NCpedia (https://ncpedia.org)

Home > ANCHOR > Civil War and Reconstruction (1860-1876)  > Freedom > Making Marriages Legal

Making Marriages Legal [1]

In slavery, African Americans could not legally marry. Although many slaves had lived as husband and wife, their marriages had no legal status. After emancipation [2],
freed people wanted to make their marriages legal, and many applied to the state for marriage licenses. In the summer of 1865, 20 freed couples received marriage
licenses from the Mecklenburg County clerk's office.

On March 10, 1866, the North Carolina General Assembly legalized the marriages of former slaves. The North Carolina office of the Freedmen's Bureau published
announcements outlining the provisions of the law: Any couple who appeared before a Justice of the Peace or Clerk of the Court and stated when they began living
together as husband and wife, would be issued a certificate and would be considered lawfully married. Bureau officers worked to make all freedmen in their districts aware
of the new rules and of the deadlines for complying with them. In response, tens of thousands of freed couples reported their marriages to county courts.

Marriage certificate issued by the Freedmen's Bureau for Sarah and B. B. Manson. Click here for a larger version.
[3]

In other states, marriages were performed and certified by military officers and by the Freedmen's Bureau itself. The document above was issued by the Freedmen's
Bureau in 1866 to certify the marriage of B. B. Manson and Sarah Ann White. The couple had been living as husband and wife for twenty-three years and had nine
children.

You'll notice that the certificate says "(White)" after Sarah Ann Bo's name. You might think that refers to her race. But interracial marriage was illegal in Tennessee, and it's
difficult to see how the couple could have lived together as husband and wife before the war if she were white and he black. "(White)" also appears after her eldest child's
name. Finally, census records from 1870 list her as colored. So it may be that White was her maiden name or the name of a former husband, and that one of her children
took that name.
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