
 

TINA JONES 
1002 WEST MAIN STREET 

FRANKLIN, TENNESSEE 37064 

May 16, 2017 

Mayor Megan Barry 
Office of the Mayor 
1 Public Square, Suite 100 
Nashville, TN 37201 
 
RE:  The Future of the Land Surrounding Fort Negley 

Dear Mayor Barry, 

I am a community historian specializing in African American families from Middle Tennessee.  I am 

writing because I am very concerned about the future of any development on the land around Fort 

Negley that may have been a “contraband” or refugee camp.  I have extensively researched nearly 100 

families, many of whom have ancestors who seized their freedom by fleeing enslavement on local 

plantations at the outbreak of the Civil War.  They sought sanctuary in Nashville when US Army 

soldiers arrived by settling close to military camps and fortifications.  Many of these former slaves 

(men, women and children) were then impressed into building Fort Negley during the summer of 1862 

and lived in its shadow.  St. Cloud Hill, the site of Fort Negley, became the home for hundreds and 

probably thousands of freedmen.   

Freeman Thomas, a 17-year-old orphaned boy from Franklin, was one of those refugees.  He described 

in his pension application how he worked and lived first as a laborer at Fort Negley and then, when the 

Emancipation Proclamation went into effect on January 1, 1863, he transformed into a Private in the 

12th US Colored Infantry (the US Colored Troops):  

“The authorities had me and a good many others (colored men) at work on the Forts on Fort Negley 

and they took us and put us in the Regiment and made soldiers out of us.” 
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Freeman Thomas went on to serve our country for almost 2 ½ years.  During that time he saw combat 

at Johnsonville and the critically important Battle of Nashville - where he was injured.  But his story is 

not unique – by War’s end almost 20,000 formerly enslaved men would serve in the US Army from 

across Tennessee.  Many of them would spend time in contraband camps like the ones surrounding Fort 

Negley – along with their wives and children. However, historians, archaeologists and other researchers 

know almost nothing about these camps.  Thousands of Tennesseans lived and often died in these 

camps – it was the place where they took their first steps toward freedom.  These camps are where they 

began to reconstruct their families, communities, hopes and dreams.   

If this land is developed, any chance of further historical or archaeological research into their lives and 

struggles will be lost forever.  Please do not allow this to happen.  The stories of so many Middle 

Tennesseans – just like Freeman Thomas - are bound up in the land around Fort Negley – they are just 

waiting to be unearthed and shared.   

Sincerely, 

Tina Jones 


