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Agency, Diversity, and Slave Families 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Almost a century and a half have passed since the fiery collapse of slavery and the emancipation 

of over four million African Americans held in bondage in the American South. In recent years a 

vast outpouring of research has rightfully salvaged slavery from the margins of American history 

and thrust it into the spotlight; yet despite the publication of hundreds of books and articles on the 

subject, our understanding of many aspects of enslaved people‘s culture remains clouded by 

disagreement among contemporary scholars. The nature of slaves‘ family lives has proved to be 

an especially thorny issue, and a general consensus among historians regarding the daily 

experiences, structure, and stability of families in bondage has been slow in coming.  

A perusal of the historical literature suggests that two broad issues lay at the root of this 

disagreement. First, scholars have long disagreed over the extent to which slave family life was 

shaped by the external factors of slavery, or rather by slave agency. Was family life among the 

enslaved most strongly influenced from above, promoted or thwarted by slaveholders, the slave-

based economy, and the institution of bondage? Or was it the cornerstone of a semi-autonomous 

slave culture, the product of enslaved people‘s own negotiation and resilient determination to 

reassert their humanity and dignity in the face of oppression?1 Second, scholars appear reluctant 

to abandon their singular views of slave family life. Until recently, historians rarely considered 

the diversity of slave culture across time and space, and the experiences of the family unit have in 

the past too often been generalized. Studies of antebellum slavery in particular have tended to 
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magnify the experiences of slaves living in the southern interior (where cotton prevailed) and 

present them as the norm. This overemphasis on the cotton South has certainly not gone 

unnoticed, and the past generation of scholars has produced a myriad of regional studies which 

illuminate slave culture in various communities of the non-cotton South, but none of these studies 

have employed a comparative approach, and indeed many also claim to present the norm, thereby 

simply rejecting the conclusions of earlier research. In other words, few historians have taken an 

inclusive — rather than exclusive — approach to slave family life. The generalizations of past 

studies severely underestimate the social and economic diversity of the antebellum South, which 

was far more varied and complex.2  

This book offers a reinterpretation of enslaved people‘s family lives in the nineteenth-

century South, namely by formulating a middle ground in the historical debate over slave agency 

and by redefining slave family life in plural form. A comparative study which examines the 

importance of time and place for slave families, this work points to the varied nature of regional 

agriculture in diverse southern localities as the most important underlying factor in the 

development of slave family life — not necessarily because it dictated the experiences of slave 

families from above, but because it provided them with a basic framework of boundaries and 

opportunities with respect to family contact, childcare, family-based internal production, marriage 

strategies, and long-term stability. Specifically, this book addresses the following central question: 

How did the nature of regional agriculture affect slave families in various localities of the non-

cotton South?  This question will be examined for simple families living in three regions of the 

antebellum South: northern Virginia, lowcountry South Carolina, and southern Louisiana, 

respectively.3 

 

 

Boundaries and Opportunities: The Extent of Agency 

 

One of the aims of this book is to provide a new way of thinking about the extent of agency in 

shaping slave culture and especially family life. As such it builds upon more than a century of 

scholarship, during much of which a top-down perspective of slavery — and at best only a 

passing interest in slave culture and family life — prevailed. Before the 1970s scholars generally 

attributed little positive agency to the enslaved, with explanations ranging from the racist to the 

defeatist. During the nadir of American race relations before the Second World War, for example, 

white historians and popular culture depicted slavery as a patriarchal and even romantic 

socioeconomic institution under which childlike and uncivilized African Americans were happily 
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taken care of and provided for by a benevolent, aristocratic, and racially superior white society. 

(African-American sociologists such as W. E. B. DuBois and E. Franklin Frazier developed a 

counterview, but were largely ignored by mainstream academia.) When the works of scholars 

such as U. B. Phillips — whose American Negro Slavery (1918) set the standard for decades — 

broached the subject of slave culture or family life at all, they tended to confirm prevailing racist 

stereotypes, implying that character deficiencies among African Americans rendered them 

incapable of creating a sophisticated culture or developing morally sound family values on their 

own. Historians painted pictures of licentious and irresponsible bondspeople, who, without the 

efforts of paternalistic slaveholders to civilize them, would have plagued the slave community 

with casual sexual relationships, fatherless households, and poorly cared for children. Southern 

masters supposedly encouraged marital unions, punished adultery, established rules for the care 

and supervision of slave children, and protected pregnant women from overwork. And even then 

their efforts were not always successful — in many accounts the unbridled sexual passions of 

African-American men not only undermined slave family life but endangered the safety of 

innocent white southern belles. In short, scholars viewed enslaved couples as having been little 

more than children — their efforts at establishing and maintaining family relationships had either 

been non-existent or almost comically misguided, and the existence of families at all was 

attributed to the  interference of good Christian slaveholders. 4 

 With the emergence of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s, however, white 

historians began to radically alter their interpretations of American slavery and its effects on 

black culture, both before and after emancipation. Discarding the notion that slavery was in any 

way benevolent, postwar historians indicted the peculiar institution as a barbaric and cruel system 

which sought to strip enslaved people of all human rights, reduce them to the status of cattle and 

other property, and make them stand in fear under the absolute authority of white planters. 

Although their works did not deal with the family in great depth, they did distance themselves 

from the racist explanations of family life which characterized earlier studies. Like sociologists W. 

E. B. DuBois and E. Franklin Frazier before them, postwar historians such as Kenneth Stampp 

advanced the thesis that slave family life had in every possible way been truncated and thwarted 

by the oppressive institution of human bondage. Slave families had been loosely organized 

because they had lacked legal standing and been the victims of abuse, overwork, rape, white 

interference, and forced separation, and the trauma of slavery had supposedly rendered African 

Americans almost incapable of monogamous and stable marriages, and psychologically 

incapacitated to take on the adult responsibilities of child rearing. Despite shifting the focus from 

paternalism to the brutality of bondage, scholars in the 1950s in fact depicted the actions of 



14 

 

enslaved people with respect to establishing and maintaining family relationships in much the 

same way that their earlier counterparts did: as misguided and a failure. Their new interpretation 

was aimed not only at rejecting earlier racist views put forward by historians such as Phillips, but 

also at explaining the perceived instability of and lack of cohesion among African-American 

families in the twentieth century, which scholars now believed was a direct result of the wrongs 

they had suffered under slavery. Postwar scholars argued that moral deficiencies and family 

instability among African Americans were not the results of racial inferiority, but were rather the 

scars of generations of slavery and segregation. The high point was reached in 1965 when US 

Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan postulated in his controversial report, ―The Negro Family: The 

Case for National Action,‖ that ―three centuries of sometimes unimaginable mistreatment have 

taken their toll on the Negro people.‖ 5   

A common denominator in the research which supported the dominant paradigm of the 

slave family as having been either encouraged and protected, or abused and truncated, by 

slaveholders was that it interpreted slave family life and culture almost exclusively from a top-

down perspective. Historians generally ignored sources left by the slaves themselves and failed to 

analyze slave family life from the perspective of enslaved people. As historian John Blassingame 

later lamented, ―although the 3,954,000 black slaves greatly outnumbered the 385,000 white 

slaveowners in the South in 1860, the slave has generally been shunted off to the wings on the 

historical stage.‖ Referring to the works of the 1950s and 1960s, he argued that the institution of 

slavery had erroneously been depicted as a ―monolithic institution which [stripped] the slave of 

any meaningful and distinctive culture, family life, religion, or manhood.‖ 6  According to 

Blassingame and many others, scholars had concentrated too much on what the institution of 

slavery did to men and women in bondage, as if enslaved people had been passive victims for 

over two and a half centuries. This paradigm of slave culture, however, came increasingly under 

attack after the publication of the Moynihan report, which stimulated a thorough reevaluation of 

slave culture and family life.7 

The 1970s witnessed both a revolution in the way historians studied the institution of 

slavery, and the emerging contours of a debate between revisionist historians on the one hand, 

and cliometricians on the other. The notion that enslaved people had been passive victims of a 

totalitarian system which stripped them of their humanity was rejected outright by revisionists 

such as Eugene Genovese, Herbert Gutman, and John Blassingame, among others.8 Instead of 

concentrating on what the institution of slavery did to enslaved people, revisionist studies 

underscored slave agency, or what enslaved people did for themselves under bondage. Most 

consulted previously untapped sources in order to shift the focus from the planters to the slaves, 
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including slave autobiographies, antebellum interviews with fugitive slaves in the northern states 

and Canada, and interviews with elderly ex-slaves taken in the 1930s by workers of the Federal 

Writers‘ Project of the Works Progress Administration (WPA). 9  Reinterpreting the lives of 

enslaved people, revisionist studies celebrated an autonomous slave culture which flourished 

despite the oppression of bondage. With respect to slave family life, historians concluded that 

enslaved people resiliently weathered the storm of slavery by seeking comfort in one another, 

establishing stable, monogamous relationships, and a loving and cohesive family life. The 

establishment and maintenance of family relationships, revisionists argued, testified to the 

remarkable actions of the enslaved, not to any encouragement or protection by slaveholders. 

Gutman, in his classic study The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom (1976), even argued that 

slaves‘ dedication to family resulted in long-lasting marriages and two-parent households 

throughout the South, contrary to what historians previously had believed.10  

While revisionist historians celebrated the success of the slave family as a remarkable 

testament to slave agency, cliometricians Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman simultaneously 

presented new arguments that came to similar conclusions but retained an emphasis on what the 

institution of slavery did to slave families. In their statistical analysis of American slavery, Time 

on the Cross (1974), Fogel and Engerman argued that slave families were indeed stable, not so 

much because of any resilience on the part of enslaved people, but rather because the economics 

of slavery were conducive to family stability. According to Fogel and Engerman, the 

establishment of slave families was encouraged and protected by capitalist slaveholders, whose 

actions stemmed not from benevolence (as Phillips believed) but primarily from economic 

interests — family stability, after all, produced better workers, discouraged flight and rebellion, 

facilitated labor organization and simplified the distribution of rations and housing to the labor 

force. Fogel and Engerman theorized that the capitalist nature of slavery as an economic 

institution designed to maximize profits not only encouraged slave family formation but also 

protected them from, among other things, forced separation and sexual interference. Fogel and 

Engerman‘s emphasis was, like earlier studies, on the slaveholders. The belief that family life had 

been truncated and obstructed by southern masters was rejected by cliometricians as an 

abolitionist myth, and the role of slave agency in shaping family life was downplayed. 11 

Both camps of this debate had their shortcomings. The revisionists focused so much of 

their attention on slave agency and enslaved people‘s autonomous culture that they lost sight of 

the broader framework of slavery, especially the limitations it imposed on agency and family life. 

Historian Peter Kolchin warned in 1993 that the ―arguments for slave autonomy have been 

overstated‖; Peter Parish chided the revisionist tendency to write ―the slaveholders out of the 
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story completely.‖12 The cliometric argument that slave families were little more than protected 

agents of a capitalist system, however, went to the opposite extreme by downplaying the efforts 

of enslaved people to establish and protect their families under admittedly difficult circumstances, 

attributing too much goodwill to slaveholders, and underestimating some of the major obstacles 

which slave families certainly encountered.13 

Were slave families stable and cohesive during slavery, then? And, if so, can this be 

attributed to the efforts of enslaved people or to slaveholders and the institution of slavery? This 

issue continues to fuel debates within the academic community and remains as yet unresolved. 

Despite widespread criticism of the revisionist exaggeration of slave autonomy, recent studies of 

slave culture and family life have more often than not tended to retain an overemphasis on slave 

agency, and the past few years have even witnessed what appears to be the beginning of a 

backlash by historians such as Wilma Dunaway, whose rejection of the ―academic exaggeration 

of slave agency‖ is scathing and who has shifted the focus back to the disastrous effects of 

external factors on slave families, reminiscent of studies in the 1950s and 1960s. Scholarly 

understanding of what the institution of slavery did to families in bondage need not cancel out our 

understanding of what enslaved families did for themselves, however, and upon closer inspection 

the polarized camps of this historical debate are not as mutually exclusive as they may at first 

seem. Most scholars now agree that external factors and slave agency were crucial determinants 

in the family lives of the enslaved — the trick lies in determining the proper weight to assign to 

each. 14 

This book takes an inclusive — rather than exclusive — approach to the slave agency 

debate with the intention of presenting a broader view of the complex forces which shaped 

enslaved people‘s family lives, not only from outside, but also from within. In order to determine 

the proper weight to assign to external factors and slave agency, this study advances the concept 

―boundaries and opportunities‖ as a useful analytical framework for understanding the reality of 

slave family life. The concept underscores not only force but also the importance of intent and 

possibility in the actions and/or inaction of enslaved people. There can be no doubt that external 

factors limited and often eliminated choices for bondspeople. Slaves‘ attempts to maximize 

family contact, establish what they perceived as conducive domestic arrangements, and achieve 

long-term stability were circumscribed and frequently frustrated by the legal, social and economic 

boundaries of slavery. Slave families were not established in an autonomous vacuum and the 

success of slave agency in shaping a cohesive family life should not be exaggerated. Yet the 

efforts of enslaved people in shaping their family lives should not be dismissed or ignored either, 

because when external factors provided families with limited opportunities to achieve more 
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stability, more time and more autonomy, however minor or circumscribed, most actively seized 

them. Indeed, some tested the boundaries and attempted to create new opportunities for family 

life, even if they were not often successful. Agency should not be confused with success. Any 

attempt on the part of an enslaved person to establish a family or make family life more attractive 

demonstrated agency, even if his or her attempt failed due to external factors. Slave families were 

thus shaped by boundaries and opportunities, external forces and internal forces, however 

imbalanced. The former did not always truncate family life — nor did they always protect 

families — and the latter certainly did not always triumph. 

The external forces which were directly related to the nature of regional agriculture form 

the key area of focus in the present study, as they were of particular importance in laying the 

foundations for slave family life and were largely responsible for its diversity across time and 

space. Rather than concentrate exclusively on what these factors may or may not have done to 

enslaved families directly, however, this study also aims to determine what these factors meant 

for enslaved families in practice — what kinds of boundaries they imposed and what kinds of 

opportunities they created — without losing sight of how enslaved people as historical actors 

reacted to those boundaries and seized or created opportunities to shape their family lives. By 

illuminating slaves‘ intentions with respect to their family lives, as well as the absence or 

availability of possibilities to actually realize their ideals, this study aims to avoid an 

overemphasis on agency and formulate a middle ground in the traditional slave agency debate. 

 

 

 

A Comparative Regional Study: Underscoring Diversity 

 

A second aim of this book is to underscore the diversity of slave family life. Throughout the 

twentieth century scholars tended to paint a singular and homogenized picture of the South, both 

of the institution of slavery and of the experiences of the slaves. Peter Parish opined in 1989 that 

―in attempting to treat the subject at large, Stampp, Elkins, Blassingame, Genovese, Fogel and 

Engerman, and several others, all tend to flatten out differences and variations . . . and to pay 

inadequate attention to slavery in its more unusual forms.‖ Philip Morgan later lamented in the 

introduction to his comparative study of eighteenth-century slave culture, Slave Counterpoint 

(1998), ―Too often in history one South has served as proxy for many Souths.‖ With respect to 

the nineteenth century, historians have traditionally focused on the experiences of slaves living in 

the cotton districts, presenting a virtually homogenous picture of enslaved people‘s lives and 
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underestimating the social and economic diversity of the antebellum South. Few have approached 

slave family life as a plural phenomenon with regional variations. What were the experiences of 

slave families living outside of the Cotton Kingdom? On the wheat and corn farms of the Upper 

South? The rice plantations of the Carolina lowcountry? The sugar plantations of Louisiana? 

Were they everywhere the same? 15 

 The last two decades of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of two new 

methodological approaches to the history of American slavery, both aimed at breaking the 

dominant paradigm. First, scholars began to produce a myriad of local and regional studies, many 

of which have focused on communities in the non-cotton South. By analyzing the specific nature 

of slavery in small geographic regions throughout America — ranging from individual states to 

individual plantations — local studies have provided the academic community with a more 

nuanced understanding of the experiences of enslaved people. This is especially true for those 

studies which have challenged the conclusions of earlier historians, as indeed many have, such as 

(to name only a few titles relevant to this book) Brenda Stevenson‘s Life in Black & White (1996), 

which deals with the family lives of whites and slaves in northern Virginia; Wilma Dunaway‘s 

The African-American Family in Slavery and Emancipation (2003), which concerns itself with 

the Appalachian region of Virginia; or Charles Joyner‘s Down by the Riverside (1984), which 

focuses on the slave community of the Waccamaw Neck in Georgetown District, South Carolina. 

As stated earlier, however, some regional studies have drawn very broad conclusions from very 

localized research.16  

 A second and more recent method being employed by historians of American slavery is 

the (national) comparative approach. Ira Berlin‘s Many Thousands Gone (1998), and Philip 

Morgan‘s Slave Counterpoint (1998), both of which compare slavery in different regions of 

colonial America over time, appear to have set the current trend.17 Other comparative works have 

taken a more transatlantic approach to the study of slavery, such as Roderick McDonald‘s The 

Economy and Material Culture of Slaves (1993), which compares and contrasts the family-based 

independent economies of enslaved people living in Louisiana and Jamaica. 18  Comparative 

studies have offered important insights into the differences across time and space which shaped 

the lives of enslaved people throughout the North America and the broader Atlantic world. 

 Historians of the antebellum South have produced many fine regional studies, but as yet 

failed to produce many works which incorporate both the local study and the comparative 

approach, as has been done for the colonial period. Even fewer studies have examined the 

differences in slave family life in various agricultural regions of the nineteenth century (or the 

colonial period for that matter). Larry Hudson produced an excellent study of slave family life in 
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different geographic and economic sections of South Carolina, To Have and to Hold (1997), but 

differences within that state were not as dramatic as they were between different geographic 

regions of the South. The same goes for Ann Patton Malone‘s classic study of slave families in 

the cotton and sugar districts of Louisiana, Sweet Chariot (1992), and Emily West‘s Chains of 

Love (2004), which also deals with South Carolina. These are all valuable works that take into 

account regional differences within certain states, but a broader comparative study of slave 

families in different states would expand our understanding of slave family life in the antebellum 

South as a whole. It would also be less susceptible to the kinds of generalizations that have 

characterized some regional studies.19 

This book intends to fill in that gap by comparing and contrasting the experiences of 

slave families living in three small counties located in very different sections of the antebellum 

South, namely: Fairfax County in northern Virginia (the Chesapeake), where the staple crops 

were wheat, corn, and other grains; Georgetown District in the rice-producing coastal region of 

South Carolina (the Lowcountry); and St. James Parish, located in the heart of the southern 

Louisiana sugar country (the Lower Mississippi Valley).20 By focusing on counties, this study 

intends to magnify slave family life in three communities which typify the regions in which they 

were located. (Sources from neighboring counties in each region have also been consulted, both 

for illustrative purposes and to place the counties within a regional context.) None of these 

antebellum communities or regions lay in the Cotton Kingdom, but nevertheless they all provide 

excellent case studies for slave family life because they perfectly illustrate the variations in 

boundaries and opportunities with which families living in different agricultural regions were 

confronted. Not only did these slaves live in different localities and cultivate different staple 

crops, but social landscapes and long-term economic developments in each of the three counties 

also differed widely.  

Indeed, the regions chosen for this study represent the extremes of the southern economy 

and southern slavery. Fairfax County was a devolving slave society in the nineteenth century, 

characterized by severe economic decline in slave-based agriculture, a diminishing slave 

population, and work patterns which reflected the nature of mixed farming instead of 

monoculture plantation agriculture. By contrast, Georgetown District was a more stable and 

extremely affluent slave society, characterized by large slaveholdings and flexible labor 

arrangements which provided enslaved people with a number of unique opportunities to shape 

their lives in bondage. And St. James Parish showed all of the telltale signs of a rapidly 

expanding slave society at the epicenter of a booming sugar industry — slaveholding size 

underwent mushroom growth (skewed toward a male majority) and work patterns combined the 
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precision of military drill with factory-like shifts. The structural differences in all of these regions 

had widely divergent consequences for the experiences of slave families. 

By incorporating the regional study with the comparative approach, this work aims to 

tease out the different lives of enslaved families living in different geographic localities, 

especially as these differences related to the nature of regional agriculture. As a result, this book 

will demonstrate that slave families in different agricultural regions were confronted with 

different boundaries and opportunities, and that family life was thus very much a plural 

phenomenon in the antebellum South. 

 

 

Source Material 

 

In order to achieve the above mentioned aims a thorough investigation of slaves families from 

various perspectives has been undertaken. The source material consulted for this study runs the 

full gamut of available evidence, and can be divided into four general categories. The first 

category consists of sources left by southern planters; the second includes sources left by the 

enslaved; the third consists of sources left by third parties; and the fourth consists of secondary 

source material produced by contemporary scholars of American slavery and the nineteenth-

century South. Needless to say, the student of slavery often deals with such fragmentary evidence 

that it is necessary to consider documents and accounts which offer many different perspectives 

from every possible angle. None of these categories of source material can provide scholars with 

a sufficiently unbiased view of slave family life on their own; only in synthesis are they of value. 

In the following a brief discussion of the issues relating to source material in each of the four 

categories will be provided. 

Consulting the sources left by southern planters — as well as their family members and 

employed overseers — is absolutely essential for those who wish to fully understand the external 

aspects of slavery. These sources consist mainly of personal documents such as diaries, memoirs, 

account books, plantation journals, family papers, letters, and probate records. The information 

procured from such sources does not often provide many unbiased accounts of the attitudes or 

feelings of enslaved people, nor their motivations for behaving a certain way, but it does provide 

a top-down view of slavery as perceived through the eyes of the plantations‘ owners and chief 

business executives. The evidence left by southern planters offers, for example, detailed 

descriptions of enslaved people‘s work patterns as well as the profitable (or sometimes 

unprofitable) methods of cultivation for certain cash crops. Inventories of slave labor forces, 
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sometimes divided into family groups, allow for a reconstruction of family domestic 

arrangements and marriage strategies. Sources left by planters also include records of slave 

purchases and slave sales, and the motivating factors behind the supply and demand for enslaved 

laborers in the nineteenth-century South. They even sometimes offer brief glimpses into the lives 

of the slaves themselves, for example by recording their family-based independent production. 

The sources left by those who were enslaved in the antebellum period offer the historian 

an invaluable bottom-up view of slavery and slave family life. The autobiographies written by 

both former slaves and fugitive slaves in the North and Canada, nineteenth-century interviews 

with fugitive slaves, and interviews with elderly former slaves taken in the 1930s by workers of 

the Federal Writers‘ Project, all provide the historian with important information. They provide 

information concerning the motivations which underlie the actions of enslaved families, the 

nature of child rearing and family-based independent production, as well as enslaved people‘s 

responses to the boundaries imposed upon them under slavery. They also provide evidence 

concerning the external factors of slavery such as work patterns, plantation size and family 

structure, and the extent of slave-buying and –selling. Although the sources left by slaves have in 

the past been criticized by some scholars for their unreliability, and their exaggeration of slave 

agency and the brutality of bondage, most historians agree that they are a valuable resource for 

those who seek a full understanding of slave family life, especially in conjunction with other 

sources. It is the duty of the historian to responsibly filter through the exaggerations of any 

historical actor and draw conclusions based on all available evidence. In fact, when properly 

filtered for obvious biases, the sources left by slaves corroborate remarkably well with both the 

sources left by planters and the sources left by third parties.21   

The sources left by third parties are of fundamental importance to historians of American 

slavery. They provide scholars with an outside view of both the external aspects of slavery and 

the lives of the slaves themselves. The most important sources left by third parties can be further 

categorized into those left by the government, those found in newspapers, and those left by 

travelers and visitors to the slave South. Government sources include county probate records 

(filed testaments of slaveholders, estate accounts and slave inventories) and federal census returns. 

Both provide valuable information regarding slave family structure, plantation size, demography, 

and the nature of forced separation. Newspaper advertisements for runaway slaves, slaves for hire 

and slaves for sale provide information concerning the supply and demand for enslaved labor in 

each of the three regions, the nature of forced separation (as runaway slaves often ―fled‖ to see 

family members) and family structure (enslaved men often ―hid out‖ on the plantations of their 

abroad wives). The accounts of travelers and visitors to the slave South provide scholars with 
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detailed descriptions of every aspect of slavery, from slave family life to southern agricultural 

methods. Travelers were sometimes in favor of slavery, and sometimes strongly opposed. By 

comparing and contrasting their accounts, it is possible to again filter through their various biases 

and test their descriptions against the sources left by planters and those left by slaves.  

Finally, the monographs, studies, and articles of the numerous contemporary scholars of 

American slavery provide a basic framework which serves as a vital starting point for any study 

of slave family life.  

 

 

Themes and Chapter Synopsis 

 

As stated earlier, this study examines how the nature of regional agriculture affected slave 

families living in various localities of the nineteenth-century South. The central research question 

will be tackled thematically, with chapters  focusing on the daily experiences, structure and 

stability of slave families across time and space, but two broad themes in particular stand out 

which form the basic outline of this book: work and social landscapes. 

 After the first chapter, which will introduce the reader to the three slave societies chosen 

for this study and provide a broad overview of the slave-based economies around which these 

rural communities revolved, Part II delves into the boundaries and opportunities created by work 

for families in bondage in northern Virginia, lowcountry South Carolina, and southern Louisiana, 

respectively. Chapter two lays the groundwork by examining and explaining the daily and 

seasonal tasks and work patterns of enslaved people in each of the three regions. The focus of 

chapter three is on slave families themselves, specifically on the boundaries and opportunities 

which work and regional agriculture created for family contact during working hours. Particular 

attention is paid to families‘ experiences with pregnancy and childcare, and the extent to which 

slave family members were afforded opportunities to work together in the fields. And chapter 

four traces the development of slave families‘ internal economies to their formal work and the 

nature of regional agriculture in the regions where they lived. Especially the consequences of 

work and agriculture for the time and physical means which families had to improve their own 

material conditions are examined. 

 In Part III the effects of regional agriculture on enslaved people‘s social landscapes are 

explored, with a particular emphasis on family structure and stability across time and space. 

Chapter five analyzes the effects of regional agriculture on the development of slaveholding size, 

as well as the spatial distribution and sex ratios of enslaved populations in each region during the 
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antebellum period. The consequences of various demographic boundaries and opportunities for 

slaves‘ marriage strategies and family structure are the subject of chapter six. And in chapter 

seven the long-term stability of families in bondage are analyzed by examining their experiences 

with forced separation — specifically through sale, estate divisions, and long-term hiring. Finally, 

the conclusions of this study are clarified in the final chapter. 

 It should be noted that it is not the intention of this study to provide a definitive history of 

slave family life in each of the three regions chosen, each of which merits an entire volume unto 

itself. And factors such as religion or African cultural continuities will not be discussed, both of 

which were of undeniable importance to slave families. Rather, the aim of this book is simply to 

suggest a new way of thinking about antebellum slave families, to trace the foundations of slave 

family life to the rural economies in the regions to which they were bound, to explore the 

boundaries and opportunities created by various slave-based economies, and to illuminate the 

importance of time and place for slave family life.   
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Chapter One 

Three Slave Societies of the Non-Cotton South 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

What kinds of staple crops dominated slave-based agriculture in northern Virginia, lowcountry 

South Carolina, and southern Louisiana? To what extent was the cultivation of these crops 

profitable? Did the various communities in which slave families lived experience economic 

decline, stability, or rapid growth in the antebellum period? The answers to these simple queries 

are crucial for rethinking our understanding of slave families‘ experiences. Throughout the rural 

South it was the land upon which enslaved people worked, and which had been worked by their 

forebears, that most strongly influenced the terms of their bondage and the nature of their social 

lives. Long-term economic trends in various localities permeated the core of slave family life, 

meddling with slaves‘ domestic arrangements and family contact, affecting their material culture, 

and protecting or destroying family unions. A general discussion of the evolution of slave-based 

economies in the three regions chosen for this study is therefore a necessary starting point for 

examining the effects of regional agriculture on slave families. 

When analyzing the trajectory and rate of development of these economies, it is useful to 

apply the concepts ―slave societies‖ and ―societies with slaves.‖ Virtually every region of the 

South constituted at some point in its history a thoroughly entrenched slave society, characterized 
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by an agricultural sector in which, in the words of Ira Berlin, ―slavery stood at the center of 

economic production, and the master-slave relationship provided the model for all social 

relations.‖ In societies with slaves, by contrast, slave labor was marginal to the local economy, 

constituting but ―one form of labor among many.‖1 Economies are dynamic by nature, however, 

and in the nineteenth century not all regions were developing in the same direction or at the same 

rate. Different crops, cultivated under different circumstances, were susceptible to different trends 

and different degrees of success within the broader southern economy. These variations in turn 

resulted in different kinds of boundaries and opportunities for slave families, as will become clear 

throughout this volume.  

This chapter will broadly outline the nature of slave-based agriculture in nineteenth-

century Fairfax County, Virginia; Georgetown District, South Carolina; and St. James Parish, 

Louisiana, respectively. Providing a brief overview of the introduction and development of the 

staple crops cultivated in each of the three regions, this chapter will set the stage for a more in-

depth study of the relationship between regional agriculture and slave family life by exploring the 

workings of the local economies upon which their fates depended. 

 

Down (and Out) on the Farm:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Few slaveholding regions in nineteenth-century America struggled to stay afloat as much as the 

Upper South. In the rejected draft of an address to the Virginia State Agricultural Society in 1852, 

one disillusioned farmer spoke for his class when he lamented that while the ―southern states 

stand foremost in agricultural labor,‖ he and his fellow Virginians should find ―no cause for self-

gratulation,‖ as they had failed to efficiently manage the land which they had inherited from their 

forefathers. Typical of the state-wide trend — but atypical for the South as a whole — slave-

based agriculture in Fairfax County suffered significant decline during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, causing a once thriving slave society to devolve steadily in the direction of a 

society with slaves. Indeed, the commercial grains which slaves there were forced to cultivate — 

mostly wheat, corn, oats and rye — were not even traditional slave crops, nor had they been 

responsible for the local development of slave labor in the first place. Decades before the dawn of 

the nineteenth century a dramatic shift in regional agriculture was already underway which would 

permanently alter the nature of slavery in Fairfax County, resulting in radically different 

experiences for antebellum field hands than their forebears had ever known.2 
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Bordering the Potomac River to the north and east and the Occoquan to the south, Fairfax 

County emerged in the eighteenth century as a tidewater plantation society, both culturally and 

economically bound to the Chesapeake region which encompassed the easternmost sections of 

Virginia and Maryland. The economy of the eighteenth-century Chesapeake revolved not around 

wheat or corn, of course, but tobacco. The source of spectacular wealth for many enterprising 

planters, tobacco cultivation stimulated the first North American plantation revolution, which 

swept through the Chesapeake like wildfire as early as the late seventeenth century. In Fairfax 

County, as elsewhere along the tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay, the weed was planted as 

quickly as the forests could be cleared. ―Like water for irrigation in a dry country,‖  as historian 

Frederick Gutheim put it, ―tobacco alone made land [along the Potomac] valuable.‖ Its 

importance to the economy and society of eighteenth-century Virginia can hardly be 

overemphasized — one planter claimed that it was so vital that it left ―no room for anything 

Else.‖ Not only was tobacco the economic base and major export crop of Fairfax County and 

Virginia, but it also served as currency. The salaries of local civil and ecclesiastical officials, and 

even fines and tithes, were all paid in tobacco.3  

Within decades of initial English settlement of the region in the early 1700s, the 

landscape of Fairfax County had been completely transformed. Woods had been burned or 

cleared by hand, and tobacco plantations, large and small, dotted the countryside, especially along 

the Potomac River.  Like their counterparts in other tidewater counties of the Chesapeake, local 

planters quickly turned to the slave trade to meet their insatiable demand for labor, and between 

1732 and 1772 dozens of merchant vessels  arriving from the ―Coast of Africa,‖ Barbados, 

Antigua, and other slave-trading hubs, delivered large groups of Africans to toil on the thriving 

tobacco plantations. By the time Fairfax officially received county status in 1742 approximately 

29 percent of its population already consisted of men and women in bondage. As the century 

neared its close, the enslaved population had grown to 41 percent. Fairfax rapidly developed into 

a slave society.4 

 The triumph of tobacco proved short lived, however, and by the turn of the nineteenth 

century few enslaved people found themselves engaged in its frenzied cultivation anymore. 

Throughout the Chesapeake, and especially in northern counties such as Fairfax, the last quarter 

of the eighteenth century witnessed a dramatic shift away from the crop that had once been so 

vital to the region, and most would hastily abandon it within the span of one generation. The 

major reason for this shift was soil exhaustion. The weed ―proved a boomerang,‖ in the words of 

one study. ―No plant perhaps is more exhausting to the soil.‖ Indeed, tobacco cultivation 

exhausted the once fertile soil of Fairfax County to a point of such sterility that by the latter 
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decades of the eighteenth century an impending economic crisis seemed poised to seal the fate of 

local planters. As the soil became less fertile with each passing year, the productivity of Fairfax 

County agriculture declined rapidly.5  

 The economic crisis facing local tobacco planters took a turn for the worse when the 

Revolutionary War broke out in 1775, which according to economic historian Avery Odell 

Craven ―acted as a powerful force in bringing disaster to much that was already on its way to ruin, 

and gave added impulse to many of the changes already begun.‖ During the conflict direct export 

to Great Britain, the colonies‘ most important commercial market, was prohibited, although some 

shipments did reach England as a result of clandestine smuggling. American tobacco shipped via 

the British West Indies was legalized by Parliament in 1780, but subject to heavy duties which 

resulted in a decrease in demand. Other overseas markets posed problems as well. The demand 

for tobacco in France and Holland remained high, for example, but reaching these and other 

European markets proved challenging. Atlantic shipments were subject to confiscation by the 

British navy, and blockades in the Chesapeake Bay prevented or delayed departures, to the acute 

frustration of Virginia tobacco planters and merchants. All in all, tobacco exports declined 

substantially during the war.  The total exports for the entire period between 1776 and 1782 were 

less than the exports of a single year just preceding the outbreak of hostilities, and Thomas 

Jefferson estimated in 1787 that no less than two-thirds of the tobacco shipped from Virginia 

during the war had been captured by the British. As a result, prices had taken a nosedive — from 

between twenty and thirty shillings per hundredweight before the war to only five.6   

Soil exhaustion and decreased productivity, combined with the disastrous effects of the 

war with Great Britain, caused Fairfax County tobacco planters to lose faith in their traditional 

cash crop by the end of the eighteenth century. To contemporaries the future of tobacco in 

northern Virginia seemed doomed. Although its cultivation continued on a smaller scale in some 

of the more fertile and as yet sparsely settled sections of the piedmont region, the older tidewater 

counties such as Fairfax experienced an identity crisis as they approached the nineteenth century 

with no potential money crop.  The lavish standard of living once enjoyed by the Fairfax elite 

became difficult, even impossible, to maintain, and indeed the children and grandchildren of 

colonial tobacco barons found themselves increasingly hard put to turn a profit at all. Some 

decided to cut their losses and manumit their slaves. Others chose to leave Fairfax and Virginia 

behind, determined to try their luck in the expanding and promising western frontier. When 

Daniel McCarty the Younger, for example, inherited his grandfather‘s tobacco plantation called 

Mount Air in the late 1790s, he found the soil so sterile and worthless, and the tobacco industry 

so badly damaged, that he felt compelled to sell his lands with the intention of emigrating from 
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Virginia. He died before he could find a buyer, but some of his peers simply abandoned their 

estates, which were quickly reclaimed by the forests, and moved south and west of the 

Appalachians. The turn of the century witnessed the first trickles of what would later become a 

wave of emigration, a development which would eventually result in significant population 

decline during the antebellum period.7 

Those who stayed in Fairfax found themselves in desperate need of spreading their 

financial risks and redirecting their agricultural pursuits to meet the demands of the current 

market. The soil was too worn out for tobacco, yet the application of fertilizers such as ground 

oyster shells, clover, gypsum and guano, generally failed to catch on until well into the 

antebellum period, especially in the 1840s and 1850s. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, 

local planters increasingly intensified their cultivation of grains and a number of other foodstuffs, 

which had been introduced as secondary staples during the tobacco era. In the minds of many 

planters agricultural diversification seemed to offer the only viable way out of what would have 

otherwise been certain bankruptcy. Domestic and foreign demand for foodstuffs increased both 

during and after the Revolutionary War, and prices for wheat and corn almost doubled in the 

closing decades of the eighteenth century. The situation was given an added impulse when upon 

the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 an acute scarcity of grain developed throughout 

Europe as well as the West Indies, especially the French West Indies.  Consequently, Fairfax 

County planters began to shift their energy and attention to the commercial production of wheat 

and corn — later supplemented by other small grains such as oats and rye — for both domestic 

and foreign markets.8 

 As the production of wheat and corn increased, tobacco cultivation declined until it was 

virtually eliminated from the county. This shift was not undertaken by all Fairfax County planters 

at the same time, but ultimately they all followed the same general trend. George Washington, 

certainly the most prominent and experimental planter in the county, had already begun in the 

early 1760s to diversify his agricultural production at Mount Vernon. In 1763 he signed a seven-

year contract with a company in nearby Alexandria to sell them all the wheat his plantation 

produced. As Washington increased his wheat production between 1763 and 1769, he gradually 

reduced his tobacco production, allowing what began as a secondary staple to become the 

primary money crop.  He also planted a number of orchards and vineyards, increased his number 

of beef cattle, and introduced the cultivation of peas and other crops in rotation. At Mount Vernon, 

tobacco was quickly eclipsed by wheat and a system of mixed farming.9   

Washington‘s neighbors eventually followed his lead. According to one local historian, 

―by the early 1800‘s the farmers were no longer depending on tobacco, and in fact, there is little 
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evidence of much tobacco being grown here at that time.‖ Ample evidence confirms this view. 

The diaries and account books of local planters and slaveholders such as David Wilson Scott and 

Lawrence Lewis indicate that their antebellum plantations solely produced wheat, corn and other 

small grains. Travelers commented on the shift to grains as well. Elijah Fletcher, a young tutor 

from Vermont who was briefly employed to teach the children of Thomson Mason on Hollin Hall 

plantation, wrote to his father in 1810 that ―the staple commodity or most general crop is wheat 

and corn. They have abandoned the cultivation of Tobacco in a great degree, it requiring a very 

rich soil and much attention, they do not find it profitable.‖ And finally, the testimonies of former 

slaves confirm that wheat had supplanted tobacco as the primary antebellum staple crop. Frank 

Bell, formerly enslaved near Vienna in Fairfax County, told WPA interviewers in the 1930s that 

field hands ―growed mostly wheat on de plantation‖ where he and his family lived.10  

 While wheat, corn, and other small grains became the primary staple crops during the 

antebellum period, tobacco production did not disappear completely from Fairfax County. 

Especially during the early decades of the nineteenth century it was still cultivated by some 

farmers on a small scale in order to supplement their income from grains. John Davis, an English 

visitor to Fairfax County at the turn of the nineteenth century, recorded that Pohoke plantation, 

where he spent a few days, produced mostly ―Indian corn, wheat, rye and tobacco.‖ Richard 

Marshall Scott, Sr., the owner of the Bush Hill and Dipple plantations, felt compelled to haul his 

tobacco — which was stored in an Alexandria warehouse awaiting shipment — back to his estate 

during the British invasion of Washington in the War of 1812. On 8 September 1814, he wrote in 

his diary: ―Began to haul my tobacco from town to Bush Hill to keep it out of reach of the enemy, 

who out of 104 hogsheads only took one.‖ Evidence suggests that at least a few other local 

planters also cultivated small amounts of tobacco. As late as the 1820s, advertisements for 

tobacco could still be found in local newspapers, such as the following: ―TOBACCO — The 

subscriber will buy and sell for a commission of one dollar per hhd. Planters and others who have 

tobacco for sale . . . will have the same promptly attended to.‖ However, with time such 

advertisements became increasingly scarce, and were moreover heavily outnumbered by 

advertisements calling for wheat and other grains: ―Wheat Wanted: The subscriber . . . 

respectfully solicits a call from farmers and others who have wheat for sale, and will at all times 

give the Alexandria market price for good wheat‖; and ―Wheat, Rye and Corn: Lindsay, Hill & 

Co. continue to purchase wheat, rye and corn.‖11  

Table 1.1 illustrates just how negligible tobacco had become by the decade preceding the 

Civil War. In the agricultural census of 1850 it was omitted altogether, while in 1860 its 

production was limited to only 29,190 pounds (or roughly twenty-nine hogsheads). Corn and oats  
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Table 1.1  Selected Agricultural Production in Fairfax County, 1850 and 1860 

 

 

 

1850 

 

  1860 

 

Wheat (bushels) 

 

Corn (bushels) 

 

Oats (bushels) 

 

Rye (bushels) 

 

Tobacco (pounds) 

 

Irish and Sweet Potatoes 

(bushels) 

 

Butter and cheese (pounds) 

 

Wool (in pounds) 

 

Value of animals slaughtered (in 

dollars) 

 

56,150 

 

207,531 

 

76,798 

 

5,860 

 

-- 

 

28,181 

 

144,872 

 

16,502 

 

80,452 

 

59,318 

 

263,225 

 

155,409 

 

15,155 

 

29,190 

 

56,171 

 

166,676 

 

14,391 

 

68,490 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Nonpopulation Census Schedules, 1850 Agriculture: Fairfax 
County, Virginia (microfilm), NARA; Ibid., Nonpopulation Census Schedules, 1860 Agriculture: 
Fairfax County, Virginia. Although the United States first began in 1840 to take censuses of 
agriculture, no such census returns exist for Fairfax County in 1840. 
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were cultivated in especially large numbers as they served not only as staple crops, but also as 

food for the planters, slaves, and livestock. Wheat, on the other hand, was grown almost 

exclusively for sale. Its relatively meager production during the 1850s had to do with the 

ravishing effects of the jointworm, a pest which threatened to compel local farmers to abandon 

wheat in favor of corn during that time. Farmers also raised market produce such as potatoes, 

meat and dairy products, and produced substantial amounts of wool, for sale in the nearby urban 

centers of Alexandria and Washington. One local farmer advised his neighbors to ―keep a dairy 

and cut hay, as butter and hay pay a better profit than grain and stock.‖ As a rule, several crops 

were found to be more reliable than one, and farmers concentrated on producing as many 

different commodities as they could.12 

The shift to wheat, corn and other small grains at the turn of the nineteenth century was 

undertaken in desperation by planters whose traditional cash crop had failed. The new staple 

crops did not, however, make many planters rich. The prominent local slaveholder George W. P. 

Custis, master of Arlington plantation, spoke for his class when in 1827 he admitted to 

agriculturalist Samuel Janney: ―I am accounted one of the richest men in Virginia, yet I seldom 

have a dollar.‖ Especially foreign markets for grains were susceptible to unpredictable 

fluctuations and were thus not always reliable. The high demand for wheat and grains in Europe 

following the French Revolution, for example, initiated a boom in local exports, but this trade 

was based almost exclusively on a wartime situation. Predictably, it only lasted until the end of 

the Napoleonic wars. Back home, the War of 1812 also damaged the local grain industry, as it cut 

Virginia wheat producers off from British and other foreign markets. In 1813 and 1814 Fairfax 

wheat shipments to Europe and the West Indies became stranded in Alexandria when the British 

imposed a blockade of the Chesapeake Bay. Moreover, the strict revision of the Corn Laws in 

1815 effectively cut off British markets until their repeal in 1846. American exports of grain and 

flour to Great Britain plummeted from almost three million barrels in 1801 to none at all in 1815. 

Although the domestic market for grain remained relatively steady, and exports picked up again 

by the 1830s (especially to the Iberian Peninsula), most northern Virginia planters struggled 

throughout the first half of the nineteenth century to turn a profit.13  

In Fairfax County the fluctuating demand for grain was further exacerbated by continued 

low crop yields due to soil depletion and the failure to employ advanced farming methods until 

the 1840s. Local farmers plowed their estates with no regard for land contours, which led to 

massive soil erosion. They also neglected to fertilize their fields properly. Moreover, improved 

transportation facilities between the western counties and Alexandria — the Potomac canal 

around Great Falls in 1801, better roads throughout the 1800s, and the railroads from the 1840s 
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— confronted local farmers with increased competition from wheat producers further inland 

where the soil was more fertile and agriculture more progressive. Early on, Fairfax Count wheat 

farmers began to fall behind. Relatively low crop yields provided planters with little capital to 

invest, and thus few opportunities for expansion in either land or slaves, the latter of which 

became a financial burden and were increasingly gotten rid of. Agricultural operations dwindled 

with time. By the 1840s much of the available land in Fairfax County was no longer even under 

cultivation after generations of planters and slaveholders had abandoned their barren farms and 

emigrated westward. Richard Marshall Scott of Bush Hill recorded a common sight when he 

wrote in his diary on 4 October 1820: ―My friend and brother-in-law, Charles J. Love, moved 

from Clermont [plantation] with his whole family this day . . . to go to Tennessee to settle on a 

farm.‖14  

Against this background of economic decline, Quaker immigrants from the northern 

states began to pour into the county in the 1840s and reverse the downward spiral. Attracted by 

cheap land and willing to invest the time and energy to revitalize the soil in Fairfax, they provided 

locals with an example of how to successfully cultivate grains on a small scale without the 

financial burdens of slave labor. Quakers‘ advanced methods of cultivation and application of soil 

fertilizers such as guano, plaster, clover, and specially prepared manure, even caused grain 

production to increase during the last decade of the antebellum period. Many ridiculed 

Virginians‘ ignorance of advanced farming methods. One northerner insisted that ―nothing so 

provokes a Yankee as the odd way of doing things on a Virginia farm.‖ Despite such 

condescension, however, locals initially reacted quite positively to the arrival of the Quakers, as 

they offered new hope for local agriculture. As early as 1847, the Alexandria Gazette was 

pointing out the ―beneficial effects‖ of Yankee labor and capital in Fairfax County, among which 

were the founding of agricultural societies and an increasing enthusiasm for soil improvement 

and ―scientific farming,‖ which quickly became the new rage.15 

 The Quakers brought with them not only northern farming techniques and methods of 

soil improvement, but also northern ideas about labor. The newcomers were almost unanimously 

appalled by what they perceived to be the inefficient and backward employment of slave labor in 

grain production, which they partly blamed for the financial hardships of their slaveholding 

neighbors. One anonymous visitor to a Quaker farm in western Fairfax observed that in contrast 

to the local slaveholdings, ―here a few free-laborers, prompted by the hope of reward . . . perform 

all the work that is required; and by doing it promptly and skilfully, the land is improved and 

brings forth an abundance of the choicest productions.‖ The decline in agriculture among 

slaveholders, he opined, was doubtless the ―inevitable result of its chiefly being performed by 
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a . . . servile population.‖ During his travels in the United States in the 1840s, Scottish geologist 

Charles Lyell found that the Quakers in Fairfax County provided ―a practical demonstration‖ that 

slavery was less profitable than free labor in small-scale grain production.16  

This sentiment was certainly not shared by many locals, but despite their extreme 

aversion to the abolitionism of their new neighbors — a source of tension in the region — 

slaveholders in Fairfax County had long come to accept the hard truth that they simply could not 

afford to keep surplus slaves. Between 1810 and 1860 the slave population plummeted from sale, 

emigration and manumission (from 5,927 to 3,116, and some 25 percent of the latter were 

annually hired out to farms and businesses in nearby urban centers). By the eve of the Civil War 

only 16 percent of the local slave population lived on holdings with more than twenty slaves. 

While most slaveholders admitted the need for a reduction in their number of slaves, however, 

few sold all of their slaves. The threat of a significant loss in status was no doubt an important 

factor in this regard. More significantly, not all Virginians were convinced that human bondage 

was completely incompatible with the new and improved system of agriculture that was taking 

root. Edmund Ruffin, the Virginia agriculturalist at the forefront of the movement to improve the 

state‘s soils, was of the opinion that slave labor could be as capable of producing improved 

agriculture as free labor, as long as farmers reduced their number of slaves and drove them with 

greater efficiency. In practice, many farmers began to utilize both free and slave labor. By 

keeping their number of slaves to a minimum, and hiring extra hands during especially labor-

intensive seasons such as the harvest, farmers were able to reduce the financial burdens of 

keeping surplus slaves without giving up their status as slaveholders.17  

The transformation of local agriculture which was sparked by the arrival of the Quakers 

did not radically alter the landscape of Fairfax County overnight, however. The fertile land and 

successful cotton culture of the Deep South continued to induce small numbers of local farmers to 

rid themselves of their holdings and make the trek westward in the 1840s and 1850s, some with 

their slaves in tow. Emigration had certainly passed its peak by then, but as late as 1846 the 

master of Bush Hill recorded in his diary that his ―neighbor Barlow Mason left his father‘s 

residence this day for Louisiana, together with his blacks, to settle there permanently.‖ In 1853, 

Richard Ashby placed a sale ad in the Alexandria Gazette that read: ―Having made up my mind to 

go South, I will sell my farm of 400 acres, lying at the head of Chappawamsic Creek, and in sight 

of the Potomac River.‖ Depopulation gave the landscape a depressed and deserted feel. One 

visitor described the countryside of Fairfax County in the late 1850s as ―divided off into the most 

gloomy looking fields I ever saw, with fences rotting away, houses and out-houses in a state of  
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Table 1.2  Population of Fairfax County, Virginia, 1800-1860 
 

 
Year 

 

 
Total  

 
Whites 

 
Free Blacks 

 
Slaves 

 

% Slaves in 

Total 

Population 

 

1810 

 

 

13,096 

 

6,626 

 

543 

 

5,927 

 

45 % 

 

1820 

 

 

11,501 

 

6,224 

 

507 

 

4,770 

 

41 % 

 

1830 

 

 

9,195 

 

4,892 

 

311 

 

3,992 

 

43 % 

 

1840 

 

 

9,357 

 

5,469 

 

448 

 

3,440 

 

37 % 

 

1850 

 

 

10,610 

 

 

6,835 

 

597 

 

3,178 

 

30 % 

 

1860 

 

 

11,834 

 

8,046 

 

672 

 

3,116 

 

26 % 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, United State Population Census, Fairfax County, Virginia, 
1800-1860. 
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decay; in short, whole premises on the rapid march of retrogression.‖ By 1860 farms in the 

county only averaged 94 improved acres and a meager cash value of $4,276.18  

In sum, nineteenth-century Fairfax County was a region characterized by a weak slave-

based agricultural sector and plagued by economic decline and a significant loss in population, 

both slave and free. The economy picked up again in the 1840s and 1850s as a result of renewed 

soil improvement, but slave labor became increasingly marginalized in local agriculture. Quaker 

immigrants proved that grain cultivation could be successfully undertaken on a small scale 

without slaves; by the outbreak of the Civil War slaveholding size had declined dramatically and 

the percentage of slaves in the total population had fallen to 26 percent. Small family farms 

prevailed, and the old tobacco-based slave society of the eighteenth century had become little 

more than a distant memory. The county found itself gradually devolving from a slave society 

into a society with slaves. 

 

The Empire Built on Rice:  

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

Decades after emancipation, rice planter and master of Woodbourne plantation J. Motte Alston 

recorded his memories of the slave society into which he was born, describing a region of the 

rural South in which slaves ―out numbered whites nearly one hundred to ten‖ and the planters 

―were all fairly rich men.‖ He was hardly exaggerating. The nature and development of regional 

agriculture in Georgetown District in the South Carolina lowcountry created a world which bore a 

marked contrast to Fairfax County. Whereas nineteenth-century Fairfax County slipped from its 

pedestal and began to devolve from a slave society into a society with slaves, Georgetown 

District, which had long been one of the wealthiest and most firmly rooted slave societies of the 

South, showed no signs of decline in the antebellum period. The lowcountry not only remained 

one of the most successful agricultural regions in the slave South, but its highly profitable 

plantations were so dependent on slave labor that their owners provided some of the leaders of the 

secession movement which plunged the nation into civil war in 1861.19 

Rice cultivation in the South Carolina lowcountry may have been considered as early as 

the 1670s. High demand for the grain in southern Europe at that time provided a lucrative 

potential market and early settlers probably anticipated its cultivation from the outset. It appears 

that most European newcomers openly agreed that the lowcountry was particularly well suited for 

rice, as the physical environment met a number of important requirements for the crop‘s 

successful cultivation. First, climactic conditions were ideal. The stifling lowcountry provided a 
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long growing season, averaging between 240 and 300 days a year. Second, the colony had a 

number of fertile swamps and low-lying tidal lands which provided excellent soil for growing rice. 

And third, the country offered abundant water sources by which rice fields could easily be 

irrigated and flooded — a crucial factor in the crop‘s cultivation. Rice can only grow in extremely 

damp soil; the lowcountry‘s swamplands and heavy rainfalls during the summer, along with the 

tide which swelled its coastal rivers and inundated its fertile banks, therefore made it a promising 

region in which to introduce rice culture.20   

 Despite ideal geographic conditions, however, more than half a century passed before 

rice as a cash crop firmly took root in South Carolina. Early European settlers lacked a thorough 

knowledge of rice cultivation and failed to master its techniques for several decades. 

Consequently, the rise of rice culture was a gradual process, as ―the mysteries of cultivation were 

not unravelled quickly,‖ in the words of historian Peter Wood. Initial experiments with the grain 

met with little success. When in the late 1680s and early 1690s a better strain of seed was 

introduced from Madagascar, colonists redoubled their efforts. This time, after much trial and 

error, they finally began to see results — although even after they had successfully mastered the 

crop‘s cultivation by around 1700, they remained ignorant of its cleaning and processing for years. 

As late as 1720, when the Chesapeake was already a mature tobacco-based slave society, the 

South Carolina economy depended more on mixed farming, cattle-raising and naval stores than 

rice. In the decade that followed, however, rice took off as a major cash crop in the lowcountry. 

Exports tripled in the 1720s, and in the 1730s expansion reached a hectic pace as more land was 

cleared and planted in rice than in the previous forty years combined. Dubbed ―Carolina gold‖ by 

those who stood to profit from it most, the new staple — supplemented by indigo — quickly 

transformed the landscape, economy and demography of the lowcountry.21  

Closely paralleling the rise of rice as a staple crop in South Carolina was the exponential 

growth of its slave population, as planters imported African slaves by the thousands to clear the 

land, dig canals and irrigation ditches, build earthen banks, and toil in the muddy rice fields. 

Although South Carolina was a slave society from the outset — the first English settlers from 

Barbados had brought their slaves with them — the lack of a specific staple crop limited colonists 

from importing especially large numbers of bondspeople in the late seventeenth century. When 

large-scale rice cultivation was finally mastered, however, aspiring planters positively gorged at 

Charleston‘s slave auctions, sometimes buying groups of thirty or forty slaves at a time. In the 

1730s alone rice planters imported approximately 21,150 slaves. Between 1700 and 1780, more 

than 110,000 victims of the Atlantic slave trade landed at Charleston and were subsequently 

auctioned off to live out the rest of their lives in bondage on nearby rice plantations. Before long 
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blacks formed a majority of the population in the colony, a demographic composition unique to 

South Carolina. Indeed, visitors to the region frequently commented that ―Carolina looks more 

like a negro country than like a country settled by white people.‖22 

 There were many factors which contributed to the rise of slave labor in eighteenth-

century South Carolina, but two factors in particular seem to have proved crucial to the success of 

rice in the lowcountry. First, many enslaved people brought to the lowcountry from the West 

Coast of Africa were widely familiar with rice planting, in contrast to European settlers. The 

majority of lowcountry slaves arrived from Angola, the Windward Coast, the Gold Coast, and 

Gambia — all regions in which rice was to some extent cultivated locally and often sold to 

European traders. Of course, not all — not even a majority — of the newly arrived African slaves 

had a technical knowledge of rice planting. Especially those originally from the interior had 

probably never seen a rice plant, and Philip Morgan has argued moreover that in most West 

African cultures rice cultivation was primarily the responsibility of women, not men. 

Nevertheless, in a region where planters were ignorant of many aspects of rice culture, acquiring 

a labor force of which at least some members were familiar with the crop‘s cultivation was an 

obvious advantage. Indeed, it has been pointed out by numerous scholars that enslaved people 

who were already familiar with rice cultivation in their homelands retained a number of African 

traditions in several features of the rice cycle in the New World. Lowcountry slaves continued to 

employ African methods of planting, hoeing, winnowing, and threshing rice until well into the 

nineteenth century; their technical knowledge of rice planting greatly influenced the nature of the 

crop‘s cultivation in South Carolina.23  

Enslaved people from West Africa also appeared to be largely resistant to certain diseases 

that repeatedly ravished through the unhealthy rice swamps of the lowcountry. Yellow fever, a 

disease to which most European settlers had never been exposed, recurred regularly in South 

Carolina, taking a heavy toll on the white population. The disease was endemic along much of the 

West African coast, however, and so enslaved people coming from that region were more likely 

to have acquired immunity. Likewise, West Africans were less likely to suffer from chronic 

malaria, a disease which also plagued the Carolinas during the summer months. These factors 

may not have been the primary reasons for employing African slave labor in rice cultivation, but 

they certainly reinforced rice planters‘ decision to do so, and contributed significantly to the 

slave-buying frenzy which led to a black majority in the eighteenth century.  24 

 One of the chief reasons for the great expansion of rice in the 1730s was the opening up 

of virgin lands for settlement in Georgetown District, north of Charleston. A coastal region 

traversed by five Winyah Bay tributaries — the Sampit, Black, Pee Dee, Waccamaw, and Santee 
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rivers — Georgetown was ideally situated for the establishment of large rice plantations, as 

frontage on these waterways proved especially advantageous to successful rice planting. Whereas 

an earlier generation of planters experimented upriver with dams and water reserves in order to 

obtain the water necessary to flood their rice fields, both with varying degrees of success, a new 

generation of planters along the broad tidal estuaries of Georgetown District discovered that the 

natural rise and fall of the tide allowed them to control flooding and drainage relatively easily, an 

advantage which increased productivity and shortened the growing season. Moreover, pioneering 

Georgetown planters such as Thomas Lynch and John and William Allston were able to profit 

from the past experiments of their lowcountry neighbors, and could tap into the ever-growing 

slave labor supply which was pouring into Charleston. They met with an uncanny success, and 

the rice and indigo plantations — the latter crop initially adding to the large fortunes being made 

in the Winyah Bay area, and even leading to the establishment of the aristocratic Winyah Indigo 

Society — expanded rapidly as a result. As early as the mid-eighteenth century men and women 

in bondage afforded local rice planters the highest per capita income in the American colonies. 

By the outbreak of the American Revolution, more than half of the enslaved population of 

Georgetown District lived on plantations with over fifty slaves, and over one-fifth lived on 

holdings with one hundred slaves or more, dwarfing most slaveholdings in northern Virginia.25 

 Time would tell that lowcountry planters had invested wisely, as the rice industry proved 

remarkably stable in the long run. Unlike tobacco in Fairfax County, rice survived the 

Revolutionary War, although the hostilities of course took their toll on local agriculture. It 

certainly helped that rice planters had enjoyed a long period of prosperity before the war broke 

out. Rice did not exhaust the soil, as tobacco did, and the level landscape prevented significant 

erosion. The rice industry was therefore not on its last legs when the war began, as the crippled 

tobacco industry was. Nevertheless, the war temporarily halted the prosperity of local planters, 

especially when the Continental Congress imposed an embargo on exports of provisions, 

including rice, in 1777. Cut off from most of their European markets, lowcountry planters 

struggled during the first couple of years to find markets closer to home for their crop, some of it 

finding its way to the French West Indies (with the approval of Congress), and some of it to the 

Continental Army. Produce from Plowden Weston‘s plantation in Georgetown District, for 

example, supplied the troops of Peter Horry during the war. For most planters, however, an 

unlikely stroke of luck arrived when the British invaded South Carolina in 1779. The British 

occupation of Charleston and the lowcountry during the last four years of the war allowed rice 

planters to ignore the embargo and afforded them with an outlet for their staple crop, although 

disorganization and property damage prevented normal production. Exports averaged only about 
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half of what they had been in the five years preceding the conflict. Still, trade was sufficient for 

one contemporary to describe Charleston harbor in 1781 as ―pretty well filled with shipping 

which affords a comfortable appearance, of goods imported & Rice & Indico to be exported.‖26 

 Even more than the fighting, what disrupted the economy of the South Carolina 

lowcountry most was a significant loss in its enslaved population. The confusion and loss of 

authority that accompanied the war in the region provided enslaved people with many 

opportunities to escape bondage on the rice plantations. The promise of freedom allured many to 

seek asylum with, and fight for, the British. Indeed, when the British evacuated Savannah and 

Charleston at the end of the war, some ten thousand blacks left with them. Other groups of 

runaway slaves formed maroon societies in the swamplands. Scholars have estimated that South 

Carolina as a whole lost as much as 30 percent of its enslaved population to flight, migration, and 

death during the Revolution, a significant decline by any standard. The loss of labor suffered by 

rice planters in Georgetown District specifically is unknown, but it was probably less severe than 

that of their neighbors in Charleston District. After peace was restored, evidence indicates that 

Georgetown planters made up for whatever losses they sustained by importing more slaves from 

both foreign and domestic traders, just as they had in the years prior to the war.27 

The rice industry in Georgetown District recovered quickly from the effects of the 

Revolutionary War, but the indigo industry collapsed and was virtually eliminated from the 

lowcountry by the turn of the nineteenth century, a result of falling prices and ravishing insects. 

As Fairfax County planters lost their primary staple and intensified their production of secondary 

staples, thus, planters in Georgetown District experienced the opposite — and the loss of their 

secondary staple only encouraged them to concentrate more than ever on rice. By 1800, while 

planters in northern Virginia were desperately abandoning tobacco and turning their resources to 

mixed farming, rice planters in Georgetown District were in the process of significantly 

expanding and consolidating their operations, as the geographic center of the rice industry shifted 

from the inland swamps to the more efficient river plantations near the coast. The result of this 

shift was a dramatic growth in plantation size and the virtual elimination of inland competition, as 

smaller planters sold out to the larger planters along the rivers and emigrated. In the opening 

decade of the nineteenth century alone the proportion of local slaves living on holdings with more 

than one hundred slaves increased by 14 percent, from 44 percent in 1800 to 58 percent in 1810. 

The proportion of slaves living on holdings with more than two hundred slaves likewise jumped 

by 14 percent, from 16 percent in 1800 to 30 percent in 1810. One nineteenth-century resident 

claimed that her neighbors were interested only in ―mak[ing] Rice to buy Negroes and Buy[ing] 

Negroes to make Rice.‖ Local rice planters welcomed the opportunity to increase their land and  
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Table 1.3. Rice production in Georgetown District, South Carolina and the U.S., 1840-1860 

  

1840 

pounds                 % of total 

 

1850 

pounds                 % of total 

 

1860 

pounds                 % of total  

 

Georgetown 

District 

 

 

South 

Carolina 

 

 

 

United 

States 

 
 

 

36,360,000 

 

 

60,590,861 

 

 

80,841,422 

 

45 

 

 

75 

 

 

-- 

 

46,765,040 

 

 

159,930,613 

 

 

215,313,497 

 

22 

 

 

74 

 

 

-- 

 

55,805,385 

 

 

119,100,528 

 

 

187,167,032 

 

30 

 

 

64 

 

 

-- 

 

Source: Compiled from Rogers, Jr., History of Georgetown County, 324; Gray, History of 
Agriculture, vol. 2, 723. 
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slaveholdings. Economies of scale were found to be the most profitable in tidal rice cultivation, as 

the capital generated from large plantations afforded planters the opportunity to invest in more 

efficient sluices and rice mills, thereby increasing output and further wiping out the competition 

from smaller planters.28  

As Georgetown‘s grandees extended their holdings, the American rice industry became 

consolidated in their hands. Production in the district during the first half of the nineteenth 

century seemed limitless and increased steadily throughout the antebellum period, at one point 

even accounting for 45 percent of the national total. Indeed, despite increased competition due to 

the geographic expansion of the rice industry into the Gulf States during the last two decades of 

the antebellum period, rice production in Georgetown District increased each decade by roughly 

ten million pounds until the outbreak of the Civil War. In 1840, over thirty-six million pounds of 

rice were produced in the district; in 1850 the amount had increased to forty-seven million 

pounds, and in 1860 some fifty-six million pounds of rice were produced by enslaved field hands 

in Georgetown District (see Table 1.3). By that time the district resembled, in the words of one 

local historian, a virtual ―kingdom built on rice — an empire that sprawled over thousands and 

thousands of acres.‖29 

That ―empire‖ was — more than any other region of the South — predominately a black 

world. A majority of slaves in Georgetown lived on holdings with more than one hundred slaves, 

and enslaved people consistently formed between 85 and 89 percent of the total population 

between 1810 and 1860. Living on such vast plantations in a region where they outnumbered 

whites almost nine to one, most enslaved people rarely came into contact with any whites other 

than their overseers. William Howard Russell, a British reporter for The Times who visited the 

district when the Civil War broke out, was surprised to see that the slave children were so unused 

to seeing whites that ―they generally fled at our approach. The men and women were apathetic, 

neither seeking nor shunning us, and I found that their master knew nothing about them.‖ 

Elizabeth W. Allston Pringle, who was the daughter of South Carolina governor Robert F. W. 

Allston and grew up on Chicora Wood plantation on the Pee Dee, remembered long after 

emancipation that ―in the low-country, where each plantation had a hundred or more negroes, 

which necessitated separate villages . . . the negroes lived more or less to themselves.‖ Such was 

the distance between the big house and the slave villages that when her parents visited their 

bondspeople at all they would have to get ―into the buggy and [drive] off down the beautiful 

avenue of live oaks, draped with gray moss, out to the negro quarters, which is always called by 

them ‗the street‘.‖30 
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Table 1.4  Population of Georgetown District, South Carolina, 1800-1860 
 

 

Year 

 

 

Total 

 

Whites 

 

Free Blacks 

 

Slaves 

% Slaves in 

Total 

Population 

 

1800 

 

 

15,962 

 

4,055 

 

91 

 

11,816 

 

74 % 

 

1810 

 

 

15,602 

 

1,710 

 

102 

 

13,790 

 

88 % 

 

1820 

 

 

17,604 

 

1,830 

 

227 

 

15,547 

 

88 % 

 
1830 

 

 
19,872 

 
1,931 

 
214 

 
17,727 

 
89 % 

 

1840 

 

 

18,299 

 

2,093 

 

188 

 

16,018 

 

88 % 

 

1850 

 

 

20,288 

 

2,193 

 

201 

 

17,894 

 

88 % 

 

1860 

 

 

21,230 

 

3,013 

 

183 

 

18,034 

 

85 % 

 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, United States Population Census, Georgetown District, 1800-
1860.  
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Exploiting the labor of their massive and largely anonymous slave populations, the tiny 

minority of planters in Georgetown catapulted themselves into the apex of the South‘s wealthy 

slaveholding elite, their plantations producing vast quantities of their profitable staple crop. 

Keithfield, a plantation owned by Richard O. Anderson, had a work force of 384 slaves and 

produced more than 1.1 million pounds of rice in 1850. Martha Allston Pyatt, the widow of rice 

planter John Francis Pyatt, produced over two million pounds of rice in 1850 with a staggering 

labor force of 768 slaves, who were spread out over four plantations. Few could compare with the 

grandeur of Joshua John Ward‘s estate. Dubbed ―the king of the rice planters,‖ Ward was the 

largest rice producer and slaveholder in the United States. His 1,092 slaves produced over 4.4 

million pounds of rice in 1850, grossing over $141,120 for their master in one year. One of 

Ward‘s former slaves, Ben Horry, was hardly exaggerating when he exclaimed to interviewers of 

the Federal Writers‘ Project: ―Rice been money in dem days!‖31  

Georgetown District and the rice industry were inseparable in the minds of 

contemporaries throughout the antebellum period, as the crop dominated virtually every aspect of 

life along the Winyah Bay tributaries. A traveler to the district in the 1820s reported that ―every 

thing is fed on rice; horses and cattle eat the straw and bran; hogs, fowls, etc. are sustained by the 

refuse; and man subsists on the marrow of the grain.‖ For planters, subsistence came more from 

the huge profits than from the marrow of the grain. Underpinned by a highly successful 

agricultural sector, Georgetown District remained the very definition of a slave society right up 

until emancipation.32 

 

A Forced Crop: 

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

If Fairfax County represents an agricultural community of the South which found itself devolving 

from a slave society into a society with slaves during the first half of the nineteenth century, and 

Georgetown District a stable and even expanding slave society, then St. James Parish in southern 

Louisiana is an excellent example of an agricultural community which developed from a society 

with slaves into a slave society during the era of feverish expansion which characterized the 

antebellum Deep South. Slavery may have been a marginal institution to southern Louisiana‘s 

original French and Spanish settlers, but the introduction and expansion of sugar cultivation in the 

late 1790s, as well as the territory‘s subsequent acquisition by the United States in 1803 and 

admission as a state in 1812, triggered a rapid transformation into an American-style slave society, 

as the region experienced an economic and demographic boom which was only halted by the 



45 

 

outbreak of the Civil War. 33  At the dawn of the nineteenth century, St. James, a small parish 

situated halfway between Baton Rouge and New Orleans and straddling the Mississippi River, 

found itself at the epicenter of the American sugar industry. 

That the earliest settlers in Louisiana did not initially consider cultivating cane is no 

surprise. Sugarcane was not only an unlikely candidate for cultivation in St. James Parish, but it 

was an unlikely candidate for Louisiana or anywhere else on the North American mainland. A 

tropical plant, sugarcane requires warm temperatures year-round with no freezes, abundant 

sunshine, a well distributed annual rainfall and an average growing season of eighteen to twenty 

months. Ideal conditions for the cultivation of sugarcane were to be found not along the Gulf 

Coast, where the winters were long thought to be too cold, but rather in the West Indies and 

Brazil. With its warm climate year-round sugarcane especially flourished on the islands of the 

Caribbean, becoming the major slave-based staple crop of the Americas. The absence of winter 

freezes there allowed sugar to reach full maturity and harvests to be undertaken without hurry. 

Moreover, cane growth from old roots — called ―ratoon growth‖ — often continued in the 

tropical Caribbean for up to twelve years in a row.34 

In southern Louisiana, and especially in the Mississippi River parishes such as St. James, 

however, ideal natural conditions for the cultivation of sugarcane were absent. There existed a 

―lack of complete harmony between land and product‖, in the words of historian J. Carlyle 

Sitterson. Southern Louisiana is a semitropical country where icy winds and winter frosts 

annually threatened to destroy standing cane, causing the juice to deteriorate and thus shortening 

the growing season to an average of only nine to ten months instead of eighteen to twenty. The 

colder climate in Louisiana forced sugar planters to harvest their crop at a frenzied pace lest it be 

ruined by a sudden autumn frost, and ratoon growth could only be expected for three years at 

most, requiring more frequent replanting than in the West Indies. And annual rainfall in the 

region is plentiful, but hardly well distributed throughout the year. In Louisiana, periods of heavy 

rainfall are often followed by long periods of drought. Indeed, in 1844 two severe droughts very 

nearly destroyed an entire sugar crop in St. James Parish. ―The cultivation of sugar cane in 

Louisiana is only a forced one,‖ reported J. A. Leon, a nineteenth-century researcher of the sugar 

industry in Louisiana and the British colonies. ―The sugar cane never grows to its full length, and 

is subject to be killed by frost . . . The duration of the crop is very limited, only half the shortest 

time in the West Indies for the same purpose.‖35  

 Despite the climactic handicaps for cultivating cane, numerous incentives for commercial 

agriculture did exist in southern Louisiana which inspired early French and Spanish settlers in the 

eighteenth century to experiment with a number of other potential cash crops. The soil along the 
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Mississippi River, which bisects St. James Parish, was exceptionally fertile, consisting mainly of 

mixed clay, sand and vegetable mold — ―the soil is rich; it may be said inexhaustible,‖ according 

to one — and frontage on the Mississippi itself provided would-be planters with a natural means 

of transporting their crops to New Orleans and abroad. In 1719 the French began to build levees 

along the river and construct drainage ditches in anticipation of commercial agricultural 

development, yet the latter proved slow in coming. Much like South Carolina in the early decades 

of the eighteenth century, the economy of southern Louisiana revolved around a variety of 

commodities, including ―indigo, tobacco, timber, cotton, pitch tar, rice, maize, and all kinds of 

vegetables,‖ but as late as the 1780s — then under Spanish control — none had become a 

dominant cash crop, and few were cultivated on a scale that would necessitate much slave labor. 

The only crop that came close was indigo, which proved profitable and was cultivated by some 

on a relatively large scale until the end of the eighteenth century. (The first plantation in St. James 

Parish was an indigo plantation called Cabahannocer, owned by the Cantrelle family.) However, 

Louisiana indigo failed to compete with indigo from South Carolina.36 

 Experimentation with sugarcane as a potential cash crop began earlier than one might 

expect, considering the disadvantages of the Louisiana climate. In the 1750s and 1760s a handful 

of planters living near New Orleans attempted to cultivate cane, but none of these attempts 

succeeded in establishing the sugar industry in Louisiana on a commercial basis. Like their 

counterparts in the lowcountry, early planters in southern Louisiana failed to unravel the 

mysteries of cultivation of what would later become their staple crop. The shortened growing 

season resulted in an inferior product which often failed to properly granulate, a predicament 

exacerbated by planters‘ lack of adequate skills and machinery to produce sugar. Indeed, early 

planters in the eighteenth century believed that they could only profit from Louisiana cane by 

making molasses, since determining when the syrup was ready to granulate proved a tricky 

business which few seemed able to master. One small shipment of Louisiana sugar sent to France 

in 1765 was so imperfectly granulated that it leaked out of the containers en route. Sugarcane also 

remained a marginal crop along the Mississippi because indigo provided planters with a modest 

income for the time being, and few believed that they would ever really be able to compete with 

the British, French and Spanish sugar islands, which amply supplied the world‘s demand for 

sugar.37 

 Developments in the 1790s, however, changed the prospects for cultivating cane in 

southern Louisiana. First, the indigo industry began to collapse as a result of falling prices and 

ravishing insects, which destroyed entire crops and wiped out potential profits at virtually the 

same time that they did in the South Carolina lowcountry. Second, the slave insurrection of Saint-
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Domingue in 1791 reduced North America‘s supply of sugar, raised its price, and sent hundreds 

of skilled sugar makers fleeing to Louisiana. Faced with financial ruin and enticed by the 

prospects of filling a new gap in the market, a handful of planters immediately renewed their 

experiments with cane. Thus, while planters in Fairfax County were losing their primary crop and 

shifting to their weaker secondary staples, and planters in Georgetown District were losing their 

secondary staple but intensifying the production of their already profitable primary money crop, 

planters in St. James Parish found themselves losing a weak primary staple and eager to adopt a 

difficult but potentially profitable new one at the close of the eighteenth century.38  

When Ettienne de Boré finally succeeded in granulating sugar in 1795 the southern 

Louisiana sugar industry truly took off in earnest. De Boré crucially realized that in order to be 

profitable in Louisiana, the cultivation of sugarcane needed to be adapted to suit the unique 

environment. In 1794 he borrowed an initial cash outlay of $4,000, constructed a sugar mill, 

drying room, and shed, and employed the labor of forty slaves to plant his fields with Creole seed 

cane, the only variety available at the time. Meticulously following his crop‘s progress, De Boré 

carefully adapted his methods of cultivation to avoid the dangers of the Louisiana climate. During 

droughts in the spring he irrigated his fields in order to speed up the maturation of the cane before 

the killing frosts of autumn arrived. When autumn came, he decided against harvesting his crop 

all at once and storing it to be milled during the winter months — a practice which often resulted 

in the souring of the cane. Instead, he milled it as soon as it was cut in order to ensure maximum 

quality, leaving the rest of his crop densely packed in the fields in order to prevent it from frost 

damage until it too could be cut and milled. To supervise the risky business of boiling and 

granulating sugar, De Boré hired an experienced sugar maker from Saint-Domingue named 

Antoine Morin, who effectively announced the commencement of southern Louisiana‘s golden 

age when he famously cried out, ―It granulates!‖ amidst a crowd of onlookers. Meanwhile, ―all 

flocked around Ettienne de Boré, overwhelming him with congratulations, and almost hugging 

the man whom they called their savior – the savior of Louisiana.‖ De Boré sold his crop in 1796 

for $12,000, clearing over $5,000 in profits and paving the way for the Louisiana sugar boom of 

the nineteenth century.39 

Immediately following De Boré‘s success planters up and down the Mississippi River, 

including those in St. James Parish, shifted to commercial cane cultivation — no small task 

considering the expenses involved in setting up a sugar plantation. Sugar plantations not only had 

to grow cane, but manufacture granulated sugar and molasses as well. Thousands of dollars were 

required to construct mills, purchase boilers, hire experienced sugar makers (whose annual 

salaries at the time could run as high as $1,500), and purchase slaves. One contemporary reported 
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that ―To begin a new plantation, money must be procured to buy negroes, land, provisions, 

materials for extensive buildings, machinery, and for the daily expenses of the mechanics; 

clearing the land, its tilling, planting, making the many hundred thousands of bricks for the sugar 

house, curing house, hospital, negroes‘ houses, dwelling house, &c., &c., and two years of very 

hard work are spent before producing the first pound of sugar.‖ Set-up costs only increased with 

time. Frederick Law Olmsted, a reporter for the New York Daily Times who journeyed through 

the South between 1852 and 1857, learned during his visit to southern Louisiana that ―the capital 

invested in a sugar plantation . . . ought not to be less than $150,000.‖40  

Then there were the risks to consider. As Olmsted correctly cautioned, ―if three or four 

bad crops follow one another, [the sugar planter] is ruined.‖ Planters‘ anxieties concerning natural 

disasters were certainly justified. Frost damage has already been mentioned as a cause of 

considerable worry for Louisiana sugar planters, but there were other dangers as well. Destructive 

hurricanes severely injured the sugar crops of 1812, 1824, 1832, 1856 and 1860. And the 

Mississippi itself was prone to frequent flooding and sometimes broke through the levees, often 

wiping considerable acreage of alluvial land off the map.  J. A. Leon commented during his 

residence in Louisiana that ―the overflow of the Mississippi river frequently breaks the banks and 

inundates the fields; whole crops are lost by those disasters.‖ Traveler Victor Tixier reported such 

a disaster in St. James, when ―in one single night the river tore away two arpents of land and 

came very near the house.‖ Valcour Aime, one of the most prominent planters in St. James Parish, 

nervously recorded in his diary in July of 1844 that ―part of the front levee, on batture, gave way 

in the afternoon; the break is from twenty-five to thirty feet.‖ His fields were saved only because 

―the openings in the rear levee were soon closed‖ by his slaves, who worked until deep in the 

night to repair the break. Despite the high costs, substantial risks and hard work, however, the 

number of sugar plantations in southern Louisiana mushroomed from ten in 1796 to more than 

1,300 by the outbreak of the Civil War. As one historian put it, ―the prize was worth the risk,‖ 

and the sugar planters were simply not to be discouraged.41 

The greatest obstacle for planters at the turn of the nineteenth century was acquiring a 

slave labor force, which proved especially costly in the first few years as African and Creole 

slaves (slaves born in Louisiana) were severely limited in number. 42 Before the sugar boom 

southern Louisiana had been a classic society with slaves, with slave labor constituting only a 

marginal institution within the colony‘s economy. Despite repeated attempts by the French and 

Spanish Crowns to create a slave colony in the Lower Mississippi Valley, human bondage never 

became especially widespread due to the lack of a lucrative cash crop. Under the French between 

1731 and 1769 only one African slave trader arrived in the region, and although slaves were 
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brought from the West Indies, their numbers were never substantial. A significant number of 

enslaved people brought to the colony found themselves ultimately living and working in New 

Orleans. Indeed, slavery became a predominantly urban institution under both French and 

Spanish rule. As the eighteenth century progressed, enslaved people in Louisiana even came to 

enjoy relatively light workloads and increased privileges and autonomy, ―as the line between 

slavery and freedom became increasingly permeable,‖ in the words of Ira Berlin. Many were 

manumitted or allowed to hire themselves out, and to contemporaries human bondage seemed 

like a decaying system. The destructive slave revolt on Saint-Domingue and subsequent local 

conspiracy by slaves at Pointe Coupée to rise up against their masters convinced the Spanish 

colonial authorities to even ban the importation of African slaves in the 1790s.43  

De Boré‘s successful experiment with sugar transformed the demand for slave labor, 

however, which skyrocketed almost overnight. And with the recent ban on slave imports driving 

prices for local field hands up to as high as $1,200, much to the consternation of local planters, it 

was clear that something had to be done to supply the colony with a suitable labor force. The 

solution came when the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory in 1803. An act passed 

by Congress in 1805 which banned the importation of slaves into Louisiana who had been 

brought from Africa after 1798 was conveniently interpreted by local authorities to permit the 

importation of slaves from any other part of the United States (including those born in Africa), 

opening the floodgates to a flourishing slave trade which continued on a large scale until the Civil 

War. For new sugar planters, set-up costs were already so high that many were forced to make 

due with a limited number of slaves until their plantations began to pay for themselves. Most 

found financial success quickly forthcoming, however, sustaining an almost constant demand for 

slaves as plantations expanded their operations. The slave population in the sugar parishes grew 

from under 10,000 in 1810 to over 42,000 in 1830, largely from importation. In 1860 the sugar 

parishes counted more than 88,000 men and women in bondage. Advertisements for large 

shipments such as the following were a common sight in New Orleans newspapers: ―NEGROES 

FOR SALE. About one hundred Virginia slaves, of both sexes, at the corner of Dauphin and 

Canal Streets,‖ and ―Great Excitement!!! 400 slaves expected to arrive by the first of 

November. . . comprised of every size, age, and sex to suit the most critical observer.‖ In the 

years preceding the Civil War Louisiana planters and legislators alike were even seriously 

proposing the reopening of the Atlantic slave trade some fifty years after it had been banned in 

the United States and most of the New World. By that time slaves constituted a majority of the 

population in most sugar parishes.44 
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 With the supply of slave labor secured, a number of other developments during the first 

half of the nineteenth century served to further stimulate the growth of the sugar industry. First, 

the U.S. acquisition of Louisiana provided sugar planters with a lucrative domestic market and 

attractive government tariff protection from West Indian competition. This was of major 

importance because Louisiana sugar was grown almost exclusively for domestic consumption; its 

success was entirely dependent upon tariff protection. Second, experiments with different 

varieties of seed cane in the early nineteenth century proved fruitful, resulting in the adoption of 

―ribbon‖ cane — a variety which matured rapidly and was more resistant to frost than the 

varieties used by De Boré and his successors. Finally, productivity was increased with a number 

of technological innovations. In 1822 the first horse and oxen-powered sugar mills were replaced 

by steam-powered mills, a considerable improvement which was quickly adopted throughout the 

region. The introduction of vacuum pans in 1830 by Gordon and Forstall, and Valcour Aime 

(planters from St. James Parish) added to the giant leap in technology. By the eve of the Civil 

War sugar planters boasted the most advanced evaporators and machinery, and a few of the 

wealthiest even had refineries.45  

All of these factors caused sugar production and productivity to increase exponentially 

throughout the nineteenth century, putting southern Louisiana on the map in the slave South. As 

early as 1829 planters were reportedly producing an average of three to four thousand pounds of 

sugar per hand. Annual output soared from 30,000 hogsheads in 1823 to 372,631 in 1855 and 

culminated in a crop of over 460,000 hogsheads in 1861. Enticed by tariff protection, 

technological advances and especially the substantial profits being made by planters along the 

Mississippi River — ―the facility with which the sugar Planters amass wealth is almost 

incredible,‖ were the sentiments of one visitor — thousands of Anglo-Americans from the 

struggling Upper South came pouring into southern Louisiana with high hopes of making their 

fortunes. One traveler reported that ―the Americans are coming down in droves from the north of 

the United States . . . they flock over all of Louisiana in the same way as the holy tribes once 

swarmed over the land of Canaan.‖ As late as the Civil War newcomers came to establish 

themselves in the Louisiana sugar country, by then a region engulfing not only the Mississippi 

River parishes south of Baton Rouge, but bayous Lafourche and Teche as well.46 

In St. James Parish, ideally located in the heart of the sugar country between fifty and 

seventy-five miles north of New Orleans by river, sugar had taken over as early as 1803 and 

developments closely paralleled those of the Louisiana sugar region as a whole. The first census 

of the parish, taken in 1766, listed only sixteen slaves, indicating a society with slaves for which 

bondage was for all intents and purposes a non-existent institution. The slave population grew  



51 

 

Table 1.5  Population of St. James Parish, Louisiana, 1810-1860 
 

 

Year 

 

 

Total 

 

Whites 

 

Free Blacks 

 

Slaves 

% Slaves in 

Total 

Population 

 

1810 

 

 

3,692 

 

1,896 

 

41 

 

1,755 

 

48 % 

 

1820 

 

 

5,655 

 

2,522 

 

52 

 

3,081 

 

55 % 

 

1830 

 

 

7,607 

 

2,557 

 

26 

 

5,024 

 

66 % 

 

 
1840 

 

 
8,541 

 
2,762 

 
75 

 
5,704 

 
67 % 

 

1850 

 

 

11,071 

 

3,285 

 

62 

 

7,724 

 

70 % 

 

1860 

 

 

11,537 

 

3,348 

 

61 

 

8,128 

 

70 % 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, United States Population Census, 1810-1860. 
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with the adoption of indigo as a cash crop, but by 1810, as local indigo planters turned to sugar 

cultivation, the enslaved population of St. James had mushroomed to 1,755, accounting for 48 

percent of the total population. By 1860 it had increased to some 8,090 men and women, 

outnumbering whites by a factor of two to one and comprising some $4 million of invested 

capital in local agriculture. The 123 slaves living on W. P. Welham‘s Homestead plantation in 

1860 alone were valued at over $100,000. One traveler who visited a plantation in St. James 

Parish in 1852 claimed that his host had more than $170,000 invested in 215 slaves, and all total 

was worth well over $700,000. John Burnside, exceeded only by Georgetown rice planter Joshua 

John Ward in wealth and slave ownership in the South, owned 186 slaves on his plantation in St. 

James and another 754 on holdings in neighboring Ascension Parish in 1860, amassing a personal 

property value of $2.6 million. The sugar masters in St. James turned narrow estates into 

agricultural empires — averaging 778 improved and 1,112 unimproved acres by the eve of the 

Civil War — and reinvested their large profits into clearing more land and buying more slaves. 

As one local historian put it, ―the planters [in St. James] were sugar barons.‖47  

Annual output in the parish likewise reached unprecedented levels by the end of the 

antebellum period. Valcour Aime produced a respectable 112 hogsheads of sugar when he began 

operations on his plantation in 1823. Three decades later, however, during the banner year of 

1853, he had increased his annual production to 1,064 hogsheads — netting over $73,000 — 

which were cultivated and processed by the more than two hundred slaves in his possession. 

Orange Grove plantation produced 900 hogsheads in 1853 ―with only 106 negroes, old and young, 

men, women, and children included . . . [and] five of [whom] walk on wooden legs.‖ William 

Webb Wilkins, also from St. James, produced 900 hogsheads that year with only sixty able-

bodied field hands, proudly even surpassing average production on the Caribbean sugar island of 

Tortola. While sugar production varied from year to year and setbacks were frequent due to 

unexpected frosts, hurricanes and floods — which caused damaged crops in 1850-51, 1855-56, 

1856-57, and 1859-60, for example — planters in St. James Parish were generally producing 

large sugar crops by the end of the antebellum period. P. A. Champomier‘s meticulous annual 

sugar statements allow us to calculate production in the decade preceding the Civil War. As a 

whole, St. James Parish produced an average of 20,319 hogsheads of sugar per year during the 

1850s, or roughly 8 percent of the state total, despite the above mentioned setbacks due to crop 

damage during four of those years (see Table 1.6). 48 

By the time the Civil War broke out in 1861 the value of local plantations had increased 

so much that only the extremely wealthy could afford to break into the sugar-making business. 

Quite a few of the largest plantations in the parish were in fact joint ventures, such as those run by  
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Table 1.6. Annual sugar production (in hogsheads) in St. James Parish and Louisiana, 1849-1860 

 

Year 

 

St. James Parish 

 

Louisiana 

 

%  St. James crop of 

state total 

 

1849-50 

 

1850-51 

 

1851-52 

 

1852-53 

 

1853-54 

 

1854-55 

 

1855-56 

 

1856-57 

 

1857-58 

 

1858-59 

 

1859-60 

 

21,978 

 

14,936 

 

17,719 

 

24,417 

 

33,736 

 

25,560 

 

16,331 

 

7,665 

 

19,022 

 

26,749 

 

15,400 

 

247,923 

 

211,201 

 

237,547 

 

321,934 

 

449,324 

 

346,635 

 

231,429 

 

73,296 

 

279,697 

 

362,296 

 

221,840 

 

9 % 

 

7 % 

 

7 % 

 

8 % 

 

8 % 

 

7 % 

 

7 % 

 

10 % 

 

7 % 

 

7 % 

 

7 % 

 
Source: Compiled from Champomier, Statement of the Sugar Crop in Louisiana, 1849-60; Gray, 
History of Agriculture, vol. 2, 1033 (appendix). One hogshead equals one thousand pounds. 
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the Lapice Bros., Duparc Frères & Locoul, A. B. Roman & Sons, and others. The assessed 

property value in the parish had reached $8.5 million by 1860, with over twenty- six thousand 

acres of cane under cultivation. The wealth and grandeur of established local sugar plantations 

were frequently noted by visitors and passers-by alike. T. B. Thorpe, who traveled to St. James 

Parish in 1853, remarked that ―the stranger who for the first time courses the ‗Father of Waters‘ at 

a season of the year. . . [and] looks over and down upon the rich sugar plantations, is filled with 

amazement, and gets an idea of agricultural wealth and profuseness nowhere else to be witnessed 

in the world.‖ Amos Parker, another traveler, reported seeing ―armies of negroes‖ at work in the 

vast sugar fields of St. James Parish in the 1830s, while their owners relaxed in ―elegant houses, 

surrounded by orange trees, loaded with fruit.‖ Victor Tixier observed during a visit to St. James 

that the sugar planters ―lead a pleasant life indeed, served according to their wishes, living in 

abundance and even luxury.‖ Visitor Philo Tower admitted that ―here my ideal of southern 

grandeur, wealth, magnificence, &c., were not only fully realized but a little exceeded.‖ And  J. 

W. Dorr was deeply impressed by the wealth of St. James Parish sugar planters in 1860: 

 

In this parish are many very extensive sugar estates, among the largest of them being 

those of Mrs. Henry J. Roman, Riggins, John S. Armant, Locoul & Duparc, Valcour 

Aimé, John Burnside, Fortier & Bro., Alexis Ferry, V. Choppin, E. & S. J. Roman, A. B. 

Roman, Mrs. Robin Delogny, E. J. Forstall, Messrs. Webre, B. Lapice & Bros., Mrs. 

Winchester, C. M. Shepherd, Watson & Lapice, Mrs. Humphries, Mather Bros., L. 

LeBourgeois, W. P. Welham, Mrs. Fagot, J. Druilhet & Son, and others. You can fancy 

how well improved the parish is, with so many heavy establishments in it — so heavy 

that no one I have mentioned weighs less than four hundred thousand, I supposed, 

ranging from that small sum up among the millions. The residences on most of these 

plantations are really magnificent . . . and the grounds are a paradise of rare and 

beautiful plants, trees and shrubs. 49 

 

Clearly the sugar industry in St. James Parish was not on its way out by the eve of the 

Civil War. Quickly developing into a fully entrenched slave society by the opening decade of the 

nineteenth century, St. James had reached its pinnacle of wealth and slaveholding by 1860 after a 

long period of growth and consolidation. Throughout the antebellum period, the bondspeople 

living on its plantations found themselves trapped on mushrooming agricultural empires, the 

expansion to which there seemed no end in sight. 
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Conclusion 

 

Although these three agricultural communities all constituted slave societies during the nineteenth 

century, they each found themselves in different stages of development. The transition from 

tobacco to mixed grains in Fairfax County did not adequately solve planters‘ financial problems, 

which gradually worsened. Enslaved people in northern Virginia thus found themselves under the 

precarious ownership of frustrated and increasingly indebted masters for whom slave labor was a 

financial burden more than anything else; the region slowly began to devolve in the direction of a 

society with slaves. The rice plantations in Georgetown District were far more stable. With a 

thriving market for ―Carolina gold‖, rice planters were able to increase their land and 

slaveholdings as the nineteenth century progressed. Antebellum slaves in Georgetown District 

lived on large, stable, monoculture plantations during an era of incredible economic success. By 

any definition, Georgetown was and remained a strong slave society. As sugar took root in 

southern Louisiana at the turn of the nineteenth century, St. James experienced an unprecedented 

economic and demographic boom. Profits soared, plantations expanded, and the slave population 

increased exponentially, turning the once quiet river parish into a thriving American slave society. 

Enslaved people in St James Parish lived on ever expanding and increasingly wealthy plantations 

throughout the nineteenth century.  

As will become clear in parts II and III, the success or failure of slave-based agriculture 

in each of these three regions significantly affected the boundaries and opportunities with which 

slave families in the nineteenth century were confronted, resulting in drastically different 

experiences for enslaved people across time and space.  
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Part II 

The Balancing Act:  

Work and Families 
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Chapter Two 

The Nature of Agricultural Labor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The nature of agricultural labor in various southern localities had important consequences for 

enslaved people‘s time and flexibility in reconciling their status as forced laborers with their roles 

as family members. Few scholars would disagree that work defined time in the rural slave 

societies of the nineteenth-century South and was thus the most important organizational factor in 

the experiences of enslaved people. At the daily and seasonal levels, methods of cash crop 

cultivation and prescribed work patterns in the fields determined the extent of enslaved people‘s 

public and private contacts with family members. The nature of work dictated when slaves arose 

in the morning, when they retired in the evening, and how much time they had to dedicate to child 

rearing, domestic duties or family-based internal production. Labor demands also significantly 

influenced slaves‘ flexibility in determining how their time — both for the master and for 

themselves — was actually spent. They determined slaves‘ flexibility with respect to childcare, 

for example, as well as the extent to which enslaved men and women were afforded the 

opportunity to work together during the day and assist family members in performing their duties 

for the master. Finally, labor demands greatly influenced the means which enslaved people had to 

develop family-based internal economies in their free time. 
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This chapter will explore and explain the daily and seasonal work of enslaved field hands 

in each of the three chosen regions of the nineteenth-century non-cotton South. It should be noted 

that sexual divisions of labor, as well as the specific tasks performed by children, will be 

examined in chapter three. The aim of this chapter is rather to provide a broad understanding of 

slaves‘ field work, as well as a firm basis from which to further examine the boundaries and 

opportunities created by work for slave families — men, women, and children — in the next two 

chapters. 

 

Jacks-of-all-trades:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Frank Bell, who spent his youth in bondage on a wheat plantation near Vienna, belonged to the 

last generation of the Bell family forced to toil in the fields of northern Virginia as slaves. Bell 

was twenty-six years old when the Civil War broke out, but, as he later told interviewers, his 

―pappy and my grandpappy wukked for ole Marser‘s people all dey lives.‖ His grandfather — 

―Starling Bell was his name‖ — had worked as a field hand back when the plantation still 

produced tobacco. ―Ole Grampa died when he was 118 years old — before de war. Guess I was a 

boy of ‘bout ten then.‖ Bell‘s grandfather had witnessed first-hand the fateful transition from 

tobacco to mixed grains in Fairfax County at the turn of the nineteenth century; however, while 

cultivation methods changed significantly, he most likely found more continuity in general work 

patterns than one might expect. Although they cultivated different cash crops than their 

eighteenth-century forebears, the work patterns employed by enslaved people on the wheat and 

corn farms of antebellum Fairfax County were directly inherited from — and sharply influenced 

by — the old tobacco culture. Indeed, as tobacco was still cultivated on an ad hoc basis by a 

handful of planters during the first half of the nineteenth century, some slaves actually found 

themselves engaged in the cultivation of mixed grains and tobacco. Both placed substantial 

demands on slave laborers.1  

For eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century field hands employed in the cultivation of 

tobacco the planting cycle began in January, when new land and old beds were cleared or burned 

and the soil was prepared for early planting.2 Between the end of February and beginning of 

March, slaves began to carefully sow tobacco seeds in specially prepared beds of mulch — an 

extremely fragile stage, as a late frost could kill the young seedlings, requiring field hands to 

cover seedlings with leaves in order to protect them from the cold. By the beginning of April 

transplanting could begin, and the work of enslaved people became steadily more demanding. 
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New fields were cleared and prepared with thousands of small hills to receive the transplanted 

tobacco plants. Wielding the hoe, most able-bodied slaves were expected to make at least 350 

hills in a day. During the summer months, field hands were kept busy with weeding, transplanting, 

and replanting. They also rid the fragile tobacco leaves of ravishing caterpillars — a seemingly 

endless chore. By the end of August, the hoes were laid by and the first tobacco plants were ready 

for harvesting. Not all tobacco plants ripened at the same time, however, and the harvest was 

often dragged out from August through September and into early October. Once harvested, slaves 

hung the cut tobacco from the rafters in the tobacco house, allowing the leaves to fully dry before 

stripping them from the stalks and individually rolling and packing them into hogsheads. This 

work was tedious and required long hours, patience, careful handling and close supervision, as 

the tobacco plants remained delicate and fragile, even after the harvest. Packing the leaves too 

tight, or not drying them sufficiently, could ruin the value of the crop. Moreover, the leaves still 

had to be protected from the weather as well as pests such as caterpillars, worms and insects. 

While the harvest was usually finished by October, jobs such as drying, stripping and packing 

kept field hands busy through December, after which the cycle repeated itself.   

 Tobacco was, according to one eighteenth-century planter, ―a plant of perpetual trouble 

and difficulty.‖ Its fragile and unpredictable nature, tedious cultivation, and variable quality 

required a maximum amount of attention and supervision by both planters and slaves. 

Consequently, tobacco planters in Fairfax County and elsewhere in the Chesapeake organized the 

work of their enslaved field hands by the gang — or time-work — system. In other words, 

enslaved people were made to work for a set amount of time: from first daylight in the morning 

until sundown in the evening, usually in small, interdependent squads where their progress could 

be closely monitored by the planter or overseer, not unlike the work of most enslaved people in 

the Americas. George Washington required his field hands to ―be at their work as soon as it is 

light, [and] work till it is dark.‖ During the winter months, men and women in bondage often 

even worked by candlelight into the evening hours, curing, stripping and packing tobacco. 

Compelled to maximize the amount of attention and supervision given to the cultivation of their 

fickle cash crop, slaveholders ordered their slaves to labor all day, whatever the job at hand.3 

 The transition from tobacco to wheat, corn and other small grains at the turn of the 

nineteenth century placed very different demands on enslaved laborers, however. New methods 

of cultivation had to be learned and a new work rhythm was implemented, and the tobacco 

calendar which defined time in the world of northern Virginia slave families was altered 

significantly as a variety of winter and summer crops were introduced with different seasonal 
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cycles, keeping field hands busy throughout most of the year with continually alternating 

responsibilities. 

The antebellum farm journal of David Wilson Scott, a Fairfax County grain producer who 

owned nineteen slaves in 1820, offers insight into the local cultivation of grains. The agricultural 

calendar for Scott‘s work force began not in January, as it did on tobacco plantations, but rather 

in the late summer and early autumn, the season when the farm‘s winter crops — wheat and rye 

— were planted. In the year 1819, enslaved people on Scott‘s farm began early. On 31 August 

they took to the fields to prepare the land for wheat planting by plowing and hoeing for just over 

a month. On 2 October they began to sow, plow, and harrow in wheat on different lots throughout 

the estate, a labor-intensive duty which kept them busy until the 25th. The custom was to sow 

―broadcast‖, which one local farmer described as follows: ―We would take a bag . . . and tie the 

string to one corner so that we could hang it about the neck with the mouth in front and about a 

bushel of wheat in it. We would catch up handfuls and sow them broadcast having first marked 

out the field into ‗lands‘ of proper width . . . We then dragged a heavy harrow over it.‖ The last 

week of October was spent sowing rye.4  

That done, the slaves immediately shifted their attention to the corn fields. Elijah Fletcher 

wrote in a letter dated 31 October 1810 that the field hands at Hollin Hall ―have not [yet] 

harvested their Indian corn although it looks fully ripe.‖ This was not for want of motivation. On 

David Wilson Scott‘s plantation the corn that had been planted in the spring was harvested as 

soon as possible after the wheat and rye had been sowed. Throughout November and into the first 

week of December, the days of Scott‘s field hands were consumed by harvesting and storing corn. 

The harvest was accomplished by ―topping‖: the stalks were cut off just above the ears, and after 

the corn was ripe and fully dried the ears were pulled from the stalks and brought to the barn, 

where they were husked. The field hands also fertilized the recently planted wheat fields by 

sowing in plaster at this time. (Scott was a progressive planter — many of his neighbors did not 

adequately fertilize their fields in the 1820s.)5  

The winter months ushered in a relatively slow period in the agricultural calendar, filled 

in by a myriad of odd jobs. One of the most pressing duties which enslaved people performed in 

the winter was processing their most important cash crop into a marketable commodity: they 

tread out the wheat they had harvested earlier in the year, usually in the barn on a ―treading floor‖ 

measuring forty feet square. A ring of sheaves four feet wide was laid around the floor — the first 

row flat on the floor, the next row with the heads upon the butts of the first. Next two horses were 

set to walking around on the wheat, which a couple of hands continually turned over with pitch 

forks. When the grain was all out of the straw (which was fed to the livestock), it was run through 



63 

 

a wheat fan to separate the wheat from the chaff. Treading wheat was far from attractive work. 

John Jay Janney, a farmer from neighboring Loudoun County, claimed that ―treading out wheat 

always made me feel as if I had a cold, headache, back-ache and slight fever, the result of the 

dust.‖ Some farmers in the late antebellum period owned threshing machines. Christopher 

Nichols, once enslaved in northern Virginia, remembered having to ―stand before the drum of the 

wheat machine, and tend the machine all day‖ during the winter. Other winter tasks included 

threshing rye with a flail; grinding corn and wheat, or taking it to the local mill to be ground; 

chopping wood; repairing fences; building stalls for the livestock; slaughtering hogs; and, in the 

case of Scott‘s slaves, smoking and preparing almost two thousand pounds of pork.6 

 By the beginning of February, Scott‘s field hands began to plant again, this time in the 

farm‘s provision grounds and orchards. Potatoes, peas, lettuce and cabbage were planted, as well 

as a number of fruit trees, mostly peach and apple. At the same time, other field hands were 

employed plowing and preparing the soil for the planting of the summer crops, corn and oats. 

During the first half of April, some slaves were employed in the fields planting oats, while others 

were sent back to the provision grounds to plant carrots, parsnips, beets and pumpkins. From 15 

April on, almost all hands were employed planting corn. According to Janney, ―the old rule was 

to plant corn as soon as the hickory leaves got to be as big as a squirrel‘s ears, and planting and 

cultivation kept us busy until mowing time.‖ Corn planting was a labor-intensive occupation 

which required slaves to make thousands of small hills with their hoes to receive the corn seeds, 

similar to the preparations for tobacco transplanting in the eighteenth century. On Saturday, 24 

April 1819, Scott proudly recorded in his diary that his hands had ―planted about 19,000 Corn 

hills which was all the ground on the W[est] side of the road.‖ Corn planting lasted until 7 May, 

after which enslaved laborers were employed plowing and hoeing the corn fields for weeks on 

end — the only break from this routine came on 7 June, when a number of hands were employed 

shearing Scott‘s twenty-nine sheep and three lambs. One enslaved man, Jim, was put to work 

hilling up potatoes in the provision grounds on different dates in June.  

 The first winter crops were ready to be harvested by the end of June, ushering in the most 

labor-intensive season in the agricultural calendar. The relatively small amount of rye was 

harvested first, but harvesting the vast amount of wheat consumed slaves‘ time and was the most 

important task of the year. The grain was systematically scythed and cradled by field hands 

working in quick succession; then it was bound into sheaves. The binder ―would take a bunch of 

wheat in his left hand, near the heads, with the right hand divide it in two parts, and by a dextrous 

turn, twist the two together so that when applied to the sheaf, it would hold fast. When the two 

butt ends were drawn together and twisted, and the end tucked under the band, the sheaf would 
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stand a good deal of handling without damage.‖  Finally, shocks of a dozen sheaves each were 

brought to stackyard, and the stalks left in the fields were cut for hay to be used as fodder for the 

livestock. While the wheat and rye harvest lasted only until the middle or end of July, tasks such 

as binding, stacking, and cutting hay kept field hands busy throughout the summer. Bushrod 

Washington wrote his son as late as 27 July 1829: ―Harvest is over, that is the grain is cut, but not 

[yet] secured . . .‖ In the meantime, the oats were also harvested at the end of July or beginning of 

August, and a new crop of wheat was prepared for and planted in August and September. By that 

time the annual cycle had begun anew. 7   

 As Fairfax County planters adopted a system of diversified agriculture at the turn of the 

nineteenth century, they in fact turned their traditional plantations into mixed farms, and their 

slaves adapted and learned a number of new skills. They learned how to sow and harvest a variety 

of new crops, as well as tend to livestock such as horses and oxen, which were used to plow the 

wheat and corn fields. They also learned to use a number of different tools, such as scythes, 

sickles, plows, carts and — for the processing stage — wheat fans and threshing machines. In the 

case of David Wilson Scott‘s field hands, they even had to learn how to shear sheep. Enslaved 

people in Fairfax County became jacks-of-all-trades, specialized in a number of farm occupations, 

and they were often described as such from an early age. Local newspapers advertised the sale or 

hire of field hands who could perform any number of different chores. One typical advertisement 

read: ―To Hire . . . a steady young NEGRO MAN, who has been accustomed to almost any kind 

of work.‖ On Walney plantation, one slave claimed to be responsible for no less than forty-two 

different jobs, ―from mending roads and fences, to planting corn and shearing sheep.‖8 

 Moreover, as slaveholding size and the number of field hands employed in grain 

cultivation shrank during the course of the antebellum period, a higher percentage of women on 

Fairfax County farms found themselves working as domestic servants, which was not necessarily 

an attractive alternative to farm labor. Domestic servants were at the beck and call of their 

masters both day and night and were made to perform an endless list of physically demanding 

chores. One slave from Fairfax was advertised in the nineteenth century as a ―valuable female 

house servant who is accustomed to every kind of employment about a house, to washing and 

ironing, milking, &c.‖ The domestic servants at Wilton Hill, a plantation owned and run by John 

J. Frobel and his family, certainly had their share of frustrations. The diary entries of John‘s 

daughter Anne mention that one servant named Milly had to cook for irritating hosts who often 

―inquired of [her] if dinner could not be an hour earlier than normal.‖ She was also in charge of 

―milking the cows‖ at dawn, and repeatedly sent on foot to carry messages and favors to other 

farms throughout the neighborhood. On top of that she had to clean and perform several other 
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duties. Rose, another servant at Wilton Hill, became so fed up with one of her mistress‘s northern 

guests who constantly bothered her for ―cold water, and warm water and hot water, and towel 

after towel, and soap — every sort of thing until Rose‘s patience is entirely exhausted‖, that she 

finally blew up at the woman, yelling ―Well Mrs. Yank, you may wait on yourself now for I 

won‘t put my foot in that room again while you are on the place.‖ Whether in the house or in the 

fields, slaves in Fairfax County  performed a wide variety of (often unattractive) duties.9  

Despite differences in the actual work performed by antebellum field hands and their 

eighteenth-century forebears, evidence indicates that planters and farmers in Fairfax County 

maintained a semblance of traditional work patterns from the old tobacco culture, even as they 

shifted production from tobacco to grains. Time-work, or a diminished form of gang labor, 

remained the preferred system for most field work, just as it had been under the tobacco regime. 

Field hands worked six days a week from sunup to sundown, sometimes alongside or under the 

direct supervision of their masters, either in small and interdependent squads or singly. The 

decline in slaveholding size resulted in markedly smaller squads in the nineteenth century, 

frequently consisting of only two or three hands.  With an eye to maximize efficiency, 

slaveholders generally employed a specialized division of labor on their grain farms, making 

squads responsible for specific tasks. Hoe squads followed the plows, for example. Likewise, 

separate gangs were established to perform different tasks during the wheat harvest: one squad 

would scythe and cradle, a second would rake and bind, and a third would come along and stack. 

The cultivation of grains thus very much required a team effort — individualized tasks were 

saved for irregular winter work, communal garden cultivation, and certain farm jobs such as 

repairing fences, shearing sheep, milking cows, or tending to the livestock. Even when working 

singly, however, slaves were kept busy from dawn to dusk, and they were often shifted in and out 

of squads in the grain fields. Milking cows and tending to the livestock were usually performed 

either before or after work in the fields had been completed, thereby extending the work day for 

many slaves.10  

Several factors convinced local slaveholders to hold on to the old work system. Wheat, 

corn, oats and rye are traditionally by no means as fragile or fickle as tobacco, but the exhaustion 

of the soil and the economic decline which plagued local agriculture throughout much of the 

antebellum period made close supervision of land and labor essential to reversing the downward 

spiral. Moreover, the employment of gang labor allowed grain producers to maintain traditional 

work patterns that were already familiar to their slaves — ganging had been applied to wheat 

cultivation in the eighteenth century when it was still a secondary staple — while adequately 

meeting the time constraints involved in diversified agriculture. Indeed, the owners of most farms 
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had relatively small work forces to begin with, and since antebellum field hands in Fairfax 

County were employed in the cultivation of not one cash crop, but (at least) four, their operations 

were necessarily subject to seasonal time constraints. In autumn, the preparation and planting of 

wheat and rye had to be completed before the corn could be harvested in November. After the 

season‘s last frost, the farm‘s provision grounds had to be planted before corn planting could 

commence. Time constraints convinced local planters of the need to maximize the productivity of 

their relatively small work forces, and they found that maintaining a semblance of the gang labor 

system allowed them to utilize their work force in the most efficient manner possible. Philip 

Morgan concluded that throughout the Chesapeake, ―organizing slaves into gangs allowed wheat 

producers to drive them with greater intensity‖ — in other words, they could better dictate their 

slaves‘ work pace and extend their time in the fields to the very maximum. Ganging also 

facilitated the employment of a specialized division of labor.11  

All in all, evidence suggests that the work load for many northern Virginia field hands 

actually increased in the nineteenth century. As slave labor forces dwindled, whether by sale or 

long-term hiring, fewer field hands became responsible for a greater amount of work, and this 

work had to be performed quickly as a result of crop-specific time constraints. Historian Lorena 

Walsh found that hard-pressed planters and farmers throughout antebellum northern Virginia 

attempted to extract ―more work from their slaves by increasing the length of the work day and 

the amount of off-season labor, as well as dividing more tasks by gender and age.‖12 

In practice, time-work in Fairfax County burdened slaves with long workdays and very 

little free time or flexibility. Describing the work patterns of enslaved people in northern Virginia, 

historian Brenda Stevenson noted in her book Life in Black & White that ―their work was hard 

and often monotonous, their workdays were long,‖ and of leisure time there was ―precious little.‖ 

This appears to have indeed been the case for most. Austin Steward, a bondsman from bordering 

Prince William County around the turn of the nineteenth century, recalled in his autobiography 

that ―it was the rule for the slaves to rise and be ready for their [work] by sun-rise, on the blowing 

of a horn or conch-shell; and woe be to the unfortunate, who was not in the field at the time 

appointed, which was in thirty minutes from the first sounding of the horn.‖ Slaves on his farm 

were not permitted to retire to their cabins till dark. Christopher Nichols, a slave from northern 

Virginia who successfully escaped to Canada, related to interviewers upon arrival: ―We were up 

before day — when the rooster crowed, the horn blowed. By the time one could see his hand 

before him, he was at work, and we were kept at work until late.‖ And George Jackson, another 

former bondsman from the area, recalled during his interview by workers of the Federal Writers‘ 

Project that the slaves on his farm ―knew they had to get up in the morning. The slaves all worked 
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hard and late at night.‖ Visitors to the region also commented on enslaved people‘s especially 

long workdays. Elijah Fletcher, the tutor from Vermont employed at Hollin Hall plantation in 

1810, wrote that slaves there worked ―frequently casting an eye to the sun to see if it is not noon 

[for their dinner break] and then to see if it is not night,‖ as their workdays lasted from ―sunrise 

till sunset.‖ As stated above, tending to the livestock extended the work day for some from before 

sunrise till after dusk.13  

During especially labor-intensive seasons, such as the wheat harvest, even field work 

could continue at a frenzied pace from before dawn till long after sunset. Francis Henderson, a 

bondsman from northern Virginia who fled to Canada, told interviewers upon arrival that slaves 

even lacked the time to cook their own meals during the harvest. ―In harvest time, the cooking is 

done at the great house, as the hands are wanted more in the field.‖ The owner of Walney 

plantation claimed that during the harvest season he and his field hands ―rise before four, come in 

to supper about nine, and give up to breakfast and dinner an hour and a half of the intermediate 

time,‖ leaving scarcely seven hours for sleep. Other seasons were less intensive, however. During 

late December and January, as daylight hours were limited and chores less regular, enslaved 

people probably enjoyed a welcome, if brief, respite from gang labor and especially long 

workdays. Treading wheat and grinding corn, building stalls for the livestock, and smoking and 

curing two thousand pounds of pork certainly required teamwork, but can hardly be described as 

ganging.14 

Apart from the winter, however, field hands on the wheat and corn farms of Fairfax 

County worked at a steady tempo from sunup to sundown during most of the year, performing a 

variety of duties for their masters. The haste and physical exertion of their working days were 

interrupted only by brief meal breaks at noon, and their free time was limited to the darkness of 

the evening hours. Only on Sundays were field hands at leisure to spend their valuable time as 

they wished. 

 

Tasking in Stagnant Water:  

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

Plantation labor in the lowcountry differed markedly from farm work in northern Virginia. 

Contrary to their Fairfax County counterparts, slaves in Georgetown District did not cultivate 

continually alternating grains throughout the year — with the notable exception of provision 

staples, rice was the only grain that mattered in Georgetown. But its cultivation was doubtless one 

of the most unique, unhealthiest and most labor-intensive occupations in which enslaved field 
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hands in the antebellum South engaged, involving considerable physical exertion and drudgery, 

often in muddy fields and putrid stagnant water, and exposed to the oppressive heat and humidity 

which is characteristic of the Carolina lowcountry. Elizabeth Allston Pringle, the daughter of 

prominent Georgetown rice planter Robert F. W. Allston, certainly hinted at the exhausting nature 

of the crop‘s cultivation when she declared, a touch dramatically, that ―like the pyramids, slave 

labor only could have accomplished it.‖ Yet however strenuous and unattractive work was for 

field hands in Georgetown District, rice production was at least relatively straightforward 

compared to other cash crops in the South. For the enslaved, there were no surprises in the rice 

cycle; field labor was well defined and predictable. Local planter J. Motte Alston recalled in his 

memoirs that with rice, ―nothing is left to chance,‖ a factor which significantly influenced the 

development of work patterns for the bondspeople who toiled year round in the fields.15 

As was the case with wheat cultivation in northern Virginia, the rice cycle in Georgetown 

District began in autumn, immediately following the harvest.16 First, a number of field hands 

were put in charge of burning the trash and stubble left by the previous year‘s crop, while others 

were employed in ―mudwork‖ — ditching, embanking and repairing the trunks. Proper function 

of the latter — a feature unique to the rice country — was of crucial importance. The trunks were 

long wooden sluices situated along the riverbanks, equipped with hanging doors on each end 

which opened and closed automatically with the change of the tide, in order to allow for either the 

flooding or drainage of the rice fields, whichever was called for. The trunks were opened during 

flows and closed when the fields needed to be drained again. Perfectly clean ditches, which 

intersected the rice fields like a grid, were a key element in proper drainage, which is why 

cleaning, ditching and embanking during the autumn months was so important.  

 The winter months did not usher in a slow period in the rice cycle, as they did in Virginia. 

Quite the contrary. During winter the land had to be prepared for the next year‘s crop by breaking 

it up — ―chopping, mashing and breaking,‖ as the slaves called it — which was a physically 

exhausting occupation indeed. Although traditionally accomplished with the hoe, more and more 

planters chose to also employ plows pulled by oxen or horses during the latter decades of the 

antebellum period. Proper drainage was the most important factor in this decision, as wet fields 

could not be plowed. In most cases, land was initially broken up with hoes, then plowed over 

when the land was dry enough. One visitor to Georgetown District noted that the fields were 

―slightly run over with the plough‖ before planting could begin. Robert F. W. Allston wrote in an 

essay on rice cultivation in the 1850s that on his plantations, ―we begin preparation for a new 

crop by . . . plowing the land as soon after the harvest as the fields can be gleaned.‖17 Not all 

planters, however, were so quick to employ plows and animal power. Some did not acquire plows 
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until just before, or even after, the Civil War. During an interview in the 1930s, former bondsman 

Ben Horry was surprised to hear his younger wife, Stella — once employed as a field hand on a 

postbellum rice plantation — talk about plowing and harrowing instead of hoeing:  

 

Ben: ―[To clear the ground we] mash ‘em — take hoe, full up dem hole, level dem, 

chop dem big sod!‖ 

Stella: ―Plow; harrow ‘em.‖ 

Ben: ―Ain‘t you mash ‘em?‖ 

Stella: ―You got a mis-sheen (machine). Ox pull that mis-sheen!‖ 

Ben: ―Dat mis-sheen come in YOU day, darling! My day [when] I trenching, hoe trench 

dat! I done dat, Stella! [. . .] YOU day got mis-sheen! Ox pull ‘em.‖18 

 

As spring approached, field hands were put to work with their hoes making trenches in 

which to sow the rice seeds, a task which required considerable skill and precision. Planters 

believed that rice sown evenly was easier to cultivate and insisted that the trenches be perfectly 

straight and uniform. The trenches were made twelve to fifteen inches apart, two inches deep, and 

three to four inches wide. By the end of March, beginning of April, the fields were ready for 

planting. Prior to planting, however, the rice seeds were specially prepared by wetting them in 

clay and water, and then allowing them to dry. This was meant to prevent the seed from floating 

to the surface during the first flow. Then, when the seeds were ready, they were sown by hand — 

usually by female field hands — over the entire width of the trenches and covered by hoes or 

rakes. As soon as the seeds were covered, the trunks were opened and the rice fields were flooded 

for the first time, a phase in the rice cycle called the ―sprout flow.‖ The land remained covered in 

shallow water for three to six days, just long enough for the grain to sprout. During the sprout 

flow, field hands were employed on the provision grounds planting corn and sweet potatoes. 

When the rice seeds had sprouted, the water was drawn off and the young plants were exposed to 

the sun and allowed to grow to a height of six inches. At this time, the fields were weeded and 

guarded carefully from birds. 

When the plants had reached the required height of six inches, the fields were again 

inundated for three to six days during the so-called ―point flow.‖ Next, the water level was 

gradually lowered and finally drained, and the fields were dried for hoeing. Field hands began 

with a light hoeing, but after the plants were strong enough they followed with a second hoeing to 

remove any weeds that might have sprouted in the meantime. When this task had been completed, 

the ―long flow‖ was put on, during which the plants were completely covered with water. This 



70 

 

flow served to float off trash and destroy insects. After three or four days the water level was 

lowered to about six inches and kept on for a period of two to three weeks. During this period, 

some field hands were employed on the provision grounds of the plantation, while others waded 

through the muddy rice fields, pulling weeds and grass that could be seen above water level. Then 

the water was drawn off gradually and the land was dried. Field hands returned to the fields for 

two more hoeings, one deep (four inches) and one light, in muddy soil and under extreme heat 

and humidity. This phase of dry culture was followed by a final flooding, the ―lay-by flow,‖ 

during which the work tempo for field hands was somewhat reduced. The water was kept on for 

seven to eight weeks this time, and slaves again carefully waded through the fields, up to their 

knees in mud and stagnant water, pulling any weeds, grass, or ―volunteer rice‖ — rice which had 

come up from the refuse of the previous year‘s crop — by hand. They also guarded the plants 

from rice birds.  

By the end of August, beginning of September, the rice was fully ripe and ready to be 

harvested and processed into a marketable commodity, ushering in the most labor-intensive phase 

in the rice cycle — ―a season . . . of laborious exertion,‖ in the words of Robert F. W. Allston. 

The fields were drained from the lay-by flow, and the following morning field hands commenced 

cutting the grain with sickles known as rice hooks. The stalks were left a day on the stubble to dry, 

then tied and stacked on flatboats and transported upriver to the threshing yards. Threshing rice 

entailed separating the heads from their stalks by beating the grain repeatedly with flailing sticks 

(sticks with long leather straps attached to the ends). One visitor to a local rice plantation 

observed ―about twelve female slaves, from eighteen to twenty-eight years of age, threshing rice 

on a sort of clay floor . . . It was extremely hot, and the employment seemed very laborious.‖ 

Next the rice was winnowed, whereby the grain was separated from the chaff, and pounded with 

large wooden mortars and pestles in order to remove the outer husks and inner cuticles. Threshing 

and pounding were among the most physically exhausting tasks for enslaved field hands in 

Georgetown District, and they required considerable skill and energy.19 

Most of the threshing and pounding was still performed by hand as late as the mid-

nineteenth century. However, in the 1850s some of the wealthiest planters built water- and steam-

powered rice mills on their plantations in order to increase output. At Chicora Wood, rice was 

pounded ―in mills run by . . . water power,‖ and its owner Robert Allston wrote that ideally rice 

should be ―threshed out by one of Emmon‘s Patent Machines.‖ By 1860 there were eleven rice 

mills in use in Georgetown District; planters who did not own their own mills usually paid for 

their rough grain rice to be threshed and pounded at one of their neighbors‘ mills. J. Motte Alston, 

for example, paid to have the rice from his estate Woodbourne pounded at Laurel Hill, a 
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plantation owned by his neighbor and friend, Francis Marion Weston. The introduction of water 

and steam-powered mills to the rice plantations increased the opportunities for certain slaves to 

learn skills (as mill operators and mechanics) during their last few years in bondage, but rice mills 

did not eliminate threshing and pounding by hand. Often, both methods were employed 

simultaneously. Former bondswoman Maggie Black remembered that as late as the Civil War 

enslaved people still threshed rice by hand on her plantation: ―Heap of people came from 

plantations all about and help whip dat rice. Dey just take de rice and beat it across some horse 

dat dey have fixed up somewhere dere on de plantation.‖ Likewise, she recalled that the 

traditional method of pounding was employed on her plantation: ―Dey have rice mortars right 

dere on de plantation what dey fix de rice in just as nice.‖ A northern visitor to Benjamin 

Dunkin‘s plantation also reported seeing field hands at work threshing and winnowing by hand 

while a water-powered rice mill was employed for pounding. Once pounded, the finished product 

was packed into wooden barrels and transported to Charleston, from where it was shipped to 

various domestic and foreign destinations.20 

Just as cultivation methods on the plantations of South Carolina differed from those in 

other parts of the South — with flooding and weeding in stagnant water — so did work patterns. 

Elsewhere enslaved field hands performed time-work and toiled from sunup to sundown, but 

lowcountry slaves worked according to the task — or piece-work — system, an organization of 

labor which developed there in the eighteenth century. Under this arrangement, for six days a 

week, field hands were assigned a fixed amount of work which they were required to complete by 

sundown the latest, because ―if you didn‘t, then you got a whipping.‖ When they had finished 

their tasks, the rest of the day was theirs to spend as they wished. (Half tasks were common on 

Saturdays.) Tasking in Georgetown District and throughout the lowcountry was thoroughly 

entrenched in the slaves‘ world of work, an oddity which continually caught the attention of 

visitors. Captain Basil Hall, a Scottish naval officer, observed that on the Georgetown rice 

plantations ―a special task for each slave is . . . pointed out daily by the overseer.‖ Frederick Law 

Olmsted of the New York Daily Times wrote during his stay on a rice plantation further south in 

the Georgia lowcountry that ―nearly all ordinary and regular work is performed by tasks: that is to 

say, each hand has his labor for the day marked out before him, and can take his own time to do it 

in.‖ The amount of time that lowcountry field hands spent engaged in agricultural labor was 

therefore not fixed, and the enslaved were afforded the relative luxury of determining their own 

work tempo.21  

The rise of the task system in the eighteenth-century lowcountry, as opposed to other 

parts of the North America or even the New World, has been attributed to a number of factors, 
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most importantly to do with the specific nature of rice cultivation. First, rice was not a fragile 

crop and required little supervision, unlike other cash crops such as tobacco. On the contrary, rice 

was ―a hardy plant, requiring a few relatively straightforward operations for its successful 

cultivation‖ according to Philip Morgan. The long hours and constant supervision needed for 

tobacco cultivation — factors that convinced northern Virginia planters to employ the time-work 

system — proved unnecessary on the rice plantations. Second, the predictable nature of rice 

cultivation meant that daily tasks could be easily and fairly calculated and measured. Drainage 

ditches conveniently carved up the fields into quarter- or half-acre units which could be assigned 

to able-bodied field hands and easily monitored and measured by overseers and drivers. 

Economic historian Robert Fogel suggested that facility in monitoring was indeed the primary 

factor which led to the system‘s inception: 

 

Tasking was effective in crops and operations that did not lend themselves to the 

regimentation of an assembly line because they required individualized attention. The 

critical issue was whether the individualized work could be inexpensively monitored. 

These two conditions were most often satisfied in the production of rice . . . 22  

 

Some historians have claimed that the rise of the task system in South Carolina can be 

explained by rice planters‘ temporary absenteeism during the summer months, when — in 

contrast to other parts of the South — the white population usually fled to the mountains, beach, 

or cities in order to escape the malaria. From a distance, planters supposedly could not force their 

slaves to remain in the fields from sunup to sundown, and therefore ―conceded control over 

worktime in return for a generally accepted unit of output,‖ in the words of Ira Berlin. Ample 

evidence indicates that summer absenteeism was indeed widespread in Georgetown District. 

Elizabeth W. Allston Pringle, who grew up on Chicora Wood plantation, claimed that ―the 

planters removed their families from their beautiful homes the last week of May, and they never 

returned until the first week in November, by which time cold weather had come and the danger 

of malarial fever gone.‖ J. Motte Alston, who planted on the Waccamaw Neck, recorded in his 

memoirs that ―the rice planters of Waccamaw would spend their winters on their plantations and 

their summers on the sea-islands near by . . . I built a comfortable cottage at the Southern point of 

Pawley‘s Island.‖ And Ben Horry, a former slave on Joshua John Ward‘s Brookgreen plantation, 

told interviewers of the Federal Writers‘ Project that ―every year . . . Marse and Missus go to 

North Carolina mountains, Broad River section‖ during the summer months.23 
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The absenteeism argument attributes the development of fixed labor quotas on the rice 

plantations mostly to the bargaining power of the enslaved, who according to Berlin ―conspired to 

preserve a portion of the day for their own use while meeting the planters‘ minimum work 

requirements.‖ Judith Carney has suggested that enslaved Africans even brought ideas about the 

organization of labor in rice cultivation with them to the lowcountry — the task system was 

already widespread along the Upper Guinea coast and its hinterland at the time of the Atlantic 

slave trade. However, explanations which place the emphasis on slave agency in the adoption of 

the task system are problematic. In the first place, although they were indeed usually absent 

during the summer months, most rice planters left black drivers in charge of plantation 

management who would have had the authority to force slaves to remain in the fields till dark if 

the planter so desired. Moreover, as Philip Morgan has pointed out, long-term absenteeism did 

not encourage the development of task work on Caribbean sugar plantations, where planters and 

overseers worked their slaves according to the gang labor system instead. Consequently, the rise 

of tasking is best explained by the specific demands of rice cultivation. Planter absenteeism and 

slave agency certainly influenced the nature of lowcountry tasking, but these factors do not 

appear to have been crucial to the system‘s inception.24 

Where bondspeople on the rice plantations did demonstrate their bargaining power was in 

defending what they deemed to be fair tasks. Not all men and women in bondage were equally 

strong or worked with equal speed, and the enslaved often resisted when tasks for individual field 

hands appeared unreasonable or out of proportion to their age and ability (as will be further 

explained below). Able-bodied slaves on the rice plantations were divided into four categories 

with respect to work: quarter-task, half-task, three-quarter-task, and full-task hands. In most 

features of the rice cycle, full-task hands were in charge of cultivating one quarter-acre unit of 

land per day. Others were required, according to age and ability, to cultivate only a certain 

fraction of a full task. The amount of time that enslaved people spent in the fields was therefore 

designed, in theory at least, to be the same across the board. Planters, for their part, found this an 

efficient division of labor. It was a way of applying the systematic regimentation of gang labor 

while still allowing the slaves to determine their own work tempo.25  

 This division of the work force according to age and ability was applied in more or less 

the same manner on virtually all lowcountry rice plantations. Ben Horry recalled during an 

interview in the 1930s that on his plantation in Georgetown District, ―everybody except chillun 

had a task. If you was cleaning, mashing, and levelling the ground where the rice would be 

planted, your task was a half or a quarter of an acre a day, depending on how old you were.‖ J. 

Motte Alston wrote in his memoirs that ―for every kind of work there was a set task, and so, 
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according to ability, there were full-task, half-, and quarter-task hands.‖ Olmsted also commented 

on the work patterns of the enslaved during his tour through the lowcountry. ―The field-hands,‖ 

he observed, ―are all divided into four classes, according to their physical capabilities; the 

children beginning as ‗quarter-hands,‘ advancing to ‗half-hands‘; and, finally, when mature, and 

able-bodied, healthy and strong, to ‗full-hands.‘‖26 

 In many cases field hands were repeatedly given personal responsibility for the 

cultivation of a specific unit of land, because planters calculated that ―where a negro knows that 

the task he is working is to be worked by him the next time he goes over the field, he is induced, 

in order to render the next working as light as possible, to work it well at first.‖ Evidence suggests 

that they calculated correctly. Olmsted, for one, reported that field hands on the rice plantations 

―work rapidly and well.‖ Tasks were also adapted to meet different demands during the rice cycle. 

Full tasks for hoeing during the autumn and winter months, as well as between flows, were 

usually set at a quarter-acre, although they sometimes consisted of as much as a half-acre, 

depending on the season. Gabe Lance, a former bondsman from Sandy Island, claimed that a 

―task dem time [was] one-fourth to one-half acre.‖ For ditching, tasks were calculated by the foot. 

A full ditching task, for example, consisted of about six hundred square feet. Tasks for harvest 

work were also calculated differently. Full tasks for rice cutting ranged from between seventy and 

one hundred pounds, while threshing tasks averaged at about 600 sheaves. Indeed, the task 

system was even applied to plantation work that was not related to rice, such as the cultivation of 

corn and vegetables in the upland provision grounds. According to historian Larry Hudson, 

tasking spread to a wide ―variety of labor activities on the plantation.‖27 

 Whatever the activity, enslaved people worked vigorously on the rice plantations and 

often completed their tasks within a reasonable amount of time in order to maximize their free 

time. Most evidence suggests that planters in fact intended for their slaves to finish their tasks 

early as an incentive to work quickly and discourage the forms of resistance that usually resulted 

from overwork. On the plantation of Plowden C. Weston, a full task was defined as ―as much 

work as the meanest full hand can do in nine hours, working industriously.‖ Weston cautioned his 

overseer moreover that ―this task is never to be increased, and no work is to be done over task 

except under the most urgent necessity . . . No negro is to be put into a task which they cannot 

finish with tolerable ease.‖ Indeed, he continued, ―the hands [should] be encouraged to finish 

their tasks as early as possible, so as to have time for working for themselves.‖ James R. 

Sparkman, another local planter, claimed that on his estate ―the ordinary plantation task is easily 

accomplished, during the winter months in 8 to 9 hours and in the summer my people seldom 
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exceed 10 hours labor per day . . . Whenever the daily task is finished the balance of the day is 

appropriated to their own purposes.‖28 

Just how ―easily‖ these tasks were accomplished is open to debate. Moreover, as 

Sparkman‘s statement makes clear, planters increased slaves‘ tasks slightly during the summer, in 

order to take advantage of the increased number of daylight hours. Nevertheless, they were very 

well aware that most tasks would not take all day to complete, regardless of the season, and they 

conceded to their enslaved field hands this incentive to work industriously. Larry Hudson found 

that throughout the year in the lowcountry, short workdays ―remained a consistent result and may 

have been intended.‖ Domestic servants on the rice plantations — who worked for their masters 

both day and night — often even envied the field hands their opportunity to maximize their free 

time. One traveler to Georgetown District found that the field hands enjoyed clear advantages 

over the so-called ―privileged‖ domestic servants, because the field hand‘s ―labors have their 

definite limits, and he knows when they will terminate for the day.‖ For that reason he found the 

―field hand to be more contented, even buoyant in his spirits, than the domestic slave.‖29  

Underneath their façade of generosity, rice planters knew that they could count on 

resistance if they attempted to force their slaves to perform unreasonably difficult or time-

consuming tasks. By the antebellum period, local custom and tradition determined what 

constituted a fair day‘s work, and if planters or overseers attempted to increase tasks, enslaved 

men and women generally responded by either refusing to work or by running away in droves. 

One planter warned that ―should any owner increase the work beyond what is customary, he 

subjects himself . . . to such discontent among his slaves [as] to make them of but little use to 

him.‖ Olmsted learned that elsewhere in the lowcountry, ―if [a task] should be systematically 

increased very much, there is danger of a general stampede to the ‗swamp‘ — a danger the slave 

can always hold before his master‘s cupidity.‖ He continued that ―it is looked upon in this region 

as a proscriptive right of the negroes to have this incitement to diligence [i.e., fair tasks] offered 

them.‖30 

The amount of time which enslaved people in Georgetown District had to ultimately 

spend at leisure was of course neither fixed nor uniform. By comparing the average amount of 

hours within which tasks were meant to be completed with the time of day that work usually 

began, however, the amount of free time which average field hands on the rice plantations 

probably had under normal circumstances can be roughly estimated. The above cited statements 

made by local rice planters suggest that tasks were meant to be completed within eight to ten 

hours on average. As in northern Virginia and elsewhere in the South, field hands generally began 

work at dawn, although sometimes they began earlier. Henry Brown, a former bondsman from 
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the area, recalled that ―work used to start on the plantation at four o‘clock in the morning.‖ 

Another former slave, William Oliver, claimed that ―when you come right down to the truth, we 

always got up fore day most of the time.‖ If work began at or before dawn, and tasks were 

calculated to last eight to ten hours, many industrious field hands must have been free by the early 

afternoon.31 

 Plenty of evidence confirms that this was often the case. One nineteenth-century traveler 

to the district observed that slaves‘ tasks ―were commonly not beyond what moderate diligence 

would enable them to perform, and by the vigorous and industrious were sometimes 

accomplished by 2 or 3 o‘clock in the afternoon.‖ Adam Hodgson, a visitor to the district, 

likewise recorded that ―the Negroes usually go to work at sunrise, and finish the task assigned to 

them at three or four.‖ David Doar, an antebellum rice planter on the Santee, claimed that ―a good 

and industrious hand could get home by 3 or 4 P.M.  . . . and night work was never required.‖ 

Captain Basil Hall remarked that the ―assigned task [is] sometimes got over by two o‘clock in the 

day, though this is rare, as the work generally lasts till four or five o‘clock.‖ And Olmsted, who 

was generally very critical of southern slavery, wrote of slaves‘ work patterns during his visit to 

the Georgia lowcountry:  

 

These tasks certainly would not be considered excessively hard, by a Northern-laborer; 

and, in point of fact, the more industrious and active hands finish them often by two 

o‘clock. I saw one or two leaving the field soon after one o‘clock, several about two; 

and between three and four, I met a dozen women and several men coming home to 

their cabins, having finished their day‘s work. 

 

On J. Motte Alston‘s plantation slaves sometimes completed two tasks in one day, in which case 

they earned a free day. ―When two tasks were accomplished in one day by any hand,‖ Alston 

wrote in his memoirs, ―he was not expected to work the next, and these tasks were never 

increased.‖ To be certain, few enslaved field hands probably ever accomplished this feat. 

Nevertheless, it may be safely concluded that on average, enslaved field hands in Georgetown 

District were more flexible and had more time than slaves living in those regions of the 

antebellum South where time-work was employed.32 

 Ironically, the enslaved agricultural laborers in Georgetown District with the least amount 

of free time were precisely those who enjoyed the most privileged status: the drivers. The 

managerial assistants of the overseers, drivers on the lowcountry rice plantations were responsible 

for a number of duties, including calculating and assigning the tasks of other field hands, 
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inspecting completed tasks, and generally monitoring and supervising the day-to-day functions of 

the plantation. The driver‘s workday began earlier than that of the other field hands, because he 

was the one responsible for waking them up and shuffling them onto the flatboats that would 

ferry them across to the rice fields every morning. Plowden C. Weston instructed his overseer that 

the driver should be in charge of ―bringing out the people early in the morning. Every negro [is] 

to be on board the flat by sunrise. One driver is to go down to the flat early, the other to remain 

behind and bring on all the people with him.‖ During the day, the driver was responsible for ―the 

proper performance of tasks . . . and generally for the immediate inspection of such things as the 

overseer only generally superintends . . . No negro is to leave his task until the driver has 

examined and approved it.‖33  

Being in charge of inspecting the last tasks meant that the drivers were the last ones to 

leave the rice fields. And although many slaves certainly finished their tasks by the early 

afternoon, others no doubt worked more slowly and remained in the fields until sundown, as 

accounts of punishments meted out to field hands who failed to complete their tasks on time 

readily testify. Ben Horry recalled his mother once being beaten by the driver for not finishing 

her task by sundown: ―I see gash SO LONG (measuring on fore-finger) in my Mama — my own 

Mama!‖ Ex-slave Gabe Lance told interviewers that ―any slave . . . didn‘t done task, put ‘em in 

barn and least cut they give ‘em with lash been twenty-five to fifty.‖ Albert Carolina, another 

former bondsman from Georgetown, related one particular beating to interviewers of the Federal 

Writers‘ Project: ―Mausser gin (give) the woman a task. Didn‘t done it. Next day didn‘t done it. 

Saturday come, task time out! Driver! I tell the truth, you could hear those people, ‗Murder! 

Murder!‘‖ Employing the lash, drivers may have unleashed their frustrations on slower-working 

field hands, as these slaves prolonged quitting time. One former field hand from the lowcountry 

opined that the driver on a rice plantation was always at a disadvantage, ―for he had no task-work 

and no time of his own, while the other slaves had the Evenings to themselves.‖34   

In many cases, the driver‘s work did not even end with the completion of the last task. 

Back in the slave village, he was responsible for ―the quiet of the negro houses.‖ One visitor to a 

rice plantation in Georgetown District observed that every evening the drivers ―were set as a 

patrol, and held responsible for the good order of the remainder, and especially, for the desertion 

of any of their number.‖35 

For most industrious slaves living on the rice plantations of the Carolina lowcountry, 

however, the task system allowed them at least the opportunity to appropriate a portion of their 

day to spend as they wished. Working in the stagnant and muddy rice fields, under the scorching 

sun and in the suffocating humidity, was anything but attractive — indeed, it was deadly — but it 
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rarely continued till sundown, as it did in Fairfax County. Tasking brought with it a certain degree 

of flexibility for local slaves, both in theory and in practice. 

 

With the Precision of Military Drill:  

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

By the time Philo Tower visited southern Louisiana in the 1850s the sugar plantations had already 

developed quite a reputation for severe and unremitting labor — even by southern standards — 

among both black and white Americans. As he made his way north from New Orleans along the 

Mississippi, Tower pitied the enslaved men and women he saw toiling in the endless fields that 

extended at perpendicular angles from both sides of the river. The slaves, he recorded, were 

―worked up, body and soul, to aggrandize these lordly, popish descendents of France and Spain. 

Though the wealthiest, most beautiful, and most conveniently located of the whole south, yet 

none of the states are so much dreaded by the slaves as Louisiana.‖ Charlotte Brooks, a former 

slave who was sold from Virginia to toil on a Louisiana sugar plantation, confirmed this 

statement when she related to an interviewer after emancipation: ―I tell you nobody knows the 

trouble we poor colored folks had to go through here in Louisiana. I had heard Louisiana was a 

hard place for black people, and I didn‘t want to come.‖ Enslaved people‘s particular dread of the 

southern Louisiana sugar country, as opposed to other regions, appears to have been justified. 

Like their counterparts in the rice country, slaves in the sugar districts lived in an unhealthy 

environment and engaged primarily in the cultivation of only one major cash crop, and like their 

counterparts in northern Virginia they worked with haste during most of the year — but work 

loads on the sugar plantations, both in the fields and especially during the processing stage, 

surpassed anything found in either Georgetown District or Fairfax County.36 

  For slaves living in St. James Parish, the annual planting cycle began almost immediately 

after the previous year‘s sugar had been made, usually in early January, offering field hands little 

respite from one season to the next. A one-week holiday between sugar seasons was the norm, but 

was not always consistently granted. Valcour Aime‘s slaves were granted only a three-day 

holiday between the 1849 and the 1850 sugar seasons. He recorded in his plantation journal in 

January of 1850: ―Through grinding on [January] 6th, in the evening; ten hundred thousand 

pounds of sugar made . . . The plantation hands had three days of rest, that is, the 7 th, 8th and 9th. 

Resumed plantation work on the 10th.‖ Aime‘s neighbor Octave Colomb recorded in his 

plantation journal only four days after the end of the same sugar season: ―Two hands mending 

fence on Valcour‘s line. 8 making a ditch on the same line. Adam at shop. Ely and Charles ditto. 
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Balance of hands clearing up new ground.‖ After their short break, the slaves‘ first chore of the 

new year was to prepare for cane planting by thoroughly plowing the ground and opening up deep 

furrows, six feet apart and seven to nine inches deep, into which the seed cane would be planted. 

The seed cane was prepared the previous autumn, just before the harvest commenced. This was 

accomplished by cutting the cane that was to be used for seed and storing it in mats covered with 

leaves and cane trash in order to protect it from winter freezes. Frederick Law Olmsted reported 

on his visit to the region that only ―the best cane on the plantation is selected for this purpose, 

while still standing.‖ Once the furrows had been opened up in January, the seed cane (which 

consisted of stalks rather than actual seeds) was removed from its winter storage, stripped of its 

top and flags — or ―unshocked‖ — and cut into convenient lengths. It was then placed lengthwise 

into the furrow, covered to a depth of three to four inches, and left to sprout.37  

Planting was a laborious and time-consuming task which monopolized the plantation‘s 

work force. Solomon Northup, enslaved on a northern Louisiana cotton plantation but regularly 

hired out to the sugar country further south, recalled in his autobiography that ―three gangs are 

employed in the operation.‖ The first gang ―unshocked‖ the stalks and carted them to the rows, 

the second gang laid the seed cane in the furrows, and the third gang followed with hoes to cover 

the stalks. Although planters in Louisiana were in the habit of planting sugar every third year, as 

explained in chapter one, this did not mean that slaves were spared the job of planting during two 

out of every three years. Sugar plantations in St. James Parish, as elsewhere, were divided into 

several sections, each planted in rotation during a different year. Planting was thus an annual task 

for slaves in the sugar country, despite the perennial nature of the crop.38  

 Once the seed cane was in the ground and covered, usually by the end of February, a 

couple of weeks were devoted to performing other kinds of work on the plantation. One of the 

most urgent of these duties was — as on the rice plantations — clearing out the drainage ditches 

which had ―become choked up by vegetation in the course of the summer and fall months,‖ 

according to one visitor. On a sugar plantation this was more than just spring cleaning. T. B. 

Thorpe reported during his visit to the parish that ―the ditches form one of the most important and 

expensive necessities of a sugar estate; for, with the exception of frost, standing water is the most 

destructive thing to cane.‖ While the ditches were being cleared, other field hands were employed 

burning the cane trash from the previous year‘s crop, building and repairing the levees, making 

bricks for construction, clearing more land, draining swampland (by the latter decades of the 

antebellum period, some planters had acquired sophisticated draining machines which ran on 

steam power)  or chopping wood for fuel. Still others were set to ―scraping‖ some of the dirt from 

the rows of planted cane, in order to give the sprouts a better chance.39 
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 When the first sprouts appeared above the ground, generally during the month of March, 

the cultivation of sugarcane began in earnest. It was absolutely essential to loosen the soil and 

keep the young sprouts free from suffocating weeds. To that end, local planters required all able-

bodied hands to plow and hoe the rows of sugarcane regularly, harrowing the middles between 

the rows in order to keep the weeds down. This process was repeated an average of five or more 

times at intervals of about two weeks. Cane needed to be protected from more than just weeds, 

however. In March, frosts still posed a potential threat to the young plants. Valcour Aime 

complained in his plantation diary on 24 March 1850 that the ―canes in the rear of the plantation 

[are] slightly frost bitten,‖ a disastrous situation which could result in substantial loss. When 

frosts threatened, earth was placed over the roots to prevent freezing. During the spring and 

summer, sporadic torrential downpours and recurring droughts likewise required field hands to be 

on the alert for crop damage. Soil which had become trodden down and compacted by heavy rain 

needed to be loosened up with the plow. If the furrows became flooded, they needed to be dug 

deeper. When droughts occurred, the fields needed to be irrigated. The Louisiana climate was 

frustratingly unpredictable, and according to T. B. Thorpe: ―From the time the cane is put in the 

ground it is the source of constant anxiety‖, a sentiment which recalls the fickle nature of tobacco 

cultivation in eighteenth-century Virginia, but not the straightforward nature of rice culture in 

South Carolina. If all went well, cane was usually ready to be laid by in June or July. The rows 

were then ridged up so as to allow for proper drainage, and the cane was left to grow untended 

until harvest time.40 

 In between sessions of plowing and hoeing, and during the period after the cane had been 

laid by, enslaved field hands in St. James Parish were overwhelmed with an endless list of other 

plantation chores. Throughout the spring and summer, most planters regularly diverted their labor 

force to plant and cultivate one or two crops of corn. The basis of the slaves‘ diet, as well as that 

of the livestock, corn was one of the essential secondary staples produced on virtually all sugar 

plantations in St. James Parish, albeit for home consumption and not for sale. On a handful of 

sugar plantations in St. James, rice was even cultivated in the swampland instead of corn. Slaves 

were also employed in the production of other provision crops, such as potatoes, pumpkins, and 

other vegetables, the cultivation of which filled in the gaps during the sugar season. Chopping 

and collecting wood for fuel, however, was the activity which took up the most time after the 

sugarcane had been laid by. This was done in preparation for the sugar harvest. Some three to 

four cords of wood were required to produce one hogshead of sugar, so the demand for wood, 

especially on the larger plantations, was insatiable. Thorpe reported in 1853 that ―the primitive 

forests are rapidly disappearing before this consumption, and already many large plantations are 
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lessened in value, because they have little or no timber left upon them.‖ On top of all that, slaves 

were expected to dig drainage ditches, repair levees, make bricks, mend roads and fences, and 

perform a number of other duties when they were not in the cane fields. Especially in the 

suffocating heat and humidity of a Louisiana summer, such work demanded severe physical 

exertion of field hands. Valcour Aime reported in July of 1844 that the heat was so intense that it 

killed one of his best plow horses and nearly killed three others. One can only imagine how his 

two hundred plus slaves faired under such circumstances.41    

 The nature of the Louisiana cane harvest, or ―grinding season‖, which commenced just 

after the corn harvest in October, was unique to the sugar country, ushering in a solid two-to-

three-month block of arduous round-the-clock shifts for the slaves. Like wheat in Virginia and 

rice in South Carolina, sugarcane needed to be processed into a marketable commodity, but the 

amount of processing necessary placed cane in another category altogether, for the grinding 

season in southern Louisiana included actual manufacture. Virtually all cane plantations had their 

own sugar houses for processing; the long hours and inherent haste involved in sugar-making 

made private mills an absolute necessity. Unlike wheat or rice, cane begins to sour almost 

immediately after it is cut; therefore, planters could not afford to harvest their crop and wait to 

process it at a neighbor‘s mill during the winter months, as they often did in Fairfax County and 

Georgetown District. And if they had had to leave their cane standing in the fields until a 

neighbor‘s mill became available it surely would have been overtaken by autumn frosts, and 

therefore completely ruined. Sugar houses were thus crucial investments for profit-minded sugar 

planters, and endless rows of cylinder smokestacks marked their presence all along the riverbanks 

of antebellum St. James Parish. Typical sugar houses were fully equipped with the necessary 

high-tech machinery to process cane into granulated sugar and molasses, making them more 

closely resemble small factories than barns or sheds. This was especially true after the 1830s 

when steam came to replace horse power. One visitor reported that the machinery of a local sugar 

house in the 1850s consisted of a ―steam-engine of eighty horse-power, and sugar-mill for 

grinding cane, engines, vacuum pans, and a complete apparatus for making and refining twenty-

five thousand pounds of sugar every twenty-four hours direct from the cane-juice, and doing this 

entirely by steam.‖ Once these mills and engines were fired up and the harvesting of the crop 

began, the sugar-making continued largely uninterrupted — twenty-four hours a day, seven days 

a week — until completed. Only when emergency repairs were needed on certain machinery in 

the sugar house, or when rain delayed cane cutting, did the furious work tempo of the grinding 

season even slightly subside.42  



82 

 

 While preparations were being made at the sugar house, slaves began to harvest the 

standing cane. The initial priority for field hands was to select the best quality cane to be used for 

seed during the next planting. This cane was cut first and stored in mats as described above. 

When this was finished, the precarious cane harvest began in earnest. Determining the proper 

time to commence cutting cane was no simple task: the longer the crop was left standing in the 

field, the richer it became in saccharine content and the more sugar it produced; if left too long, 

however, an early autumn frost might ruin the year‘s crop. Solon Robinson, an agricultural expert 

from Indiana who visited St. James Parish in 1848, was told by a local planter that the fear for 

autumn frosts was great. ―On the 19th of October, 1813,‖ Robinson was told, ―the frost killed all 

his cane,‖ nearly resulting in financial ruin. Once the decision was made to commence cutting, 

however, work was carried on with unbelievable haste in order to prevent spoilage — the cane 

had to be cut, carted to the sugar house, and boiled down in quick succession. ―From the moment 

the first blow is struck,‖ reported T. B. Thorpe, ―every thing is inspired by energy.‖ Slaves 

entered the vast harvest fields — which stretched for miles — in groups, armed with large knives, 

and began the back-breaking task of cane-cutting. First they sheared the flags from the stalk, next 

the top of the stalk was severed, and finally they cut the stalk down at the root. The field hands 

who were not engaged in actually cutting the cane followed close behind to collect the stalks and 

toss them into carts for quick transport to the sugar house. The supply of cane to the sugar house 

was meant to remain constant throughout the grinding season. Therefore, cane cutting did not 

take place all at once, but was rather timed so as not to overload the mills while keeping the 

supply steady enough to not delay operations. If overtaken by cold weather, the field hands were 

set to furiously windrowing the standing cane so that it would not be ruined by frost. Aime 

recorded in his plantation diary in November 1850, ―Ice on the 18 th, thermometer zero . . . 

Windrowed fifty arpents of canes . . . Canes frozen to the ground.‖ On Duncan Kenner‘s Ashland 

plantation in neighboring Ascension Parish, slaves were sent out on Christmas Day in 1852 to 

windrow cane.43        

 Once at the sugar house, the cane was processed into granulated sugar and molasses in an 

industrial fashion. The first task was to extract the saccharine juice from the cane stalks. The 

stalks which had just been brought from the fields were placed on a leather conveyor belt and 

transported into a room with a large grinding mill containing two or three heavy iron rollers. 

During the opening decades of the nineteenth century these mills were still powered by horses, 

mules, or oxen. In the 1830s, however, steam power was introduced, increasing output and 

productivity. In both cases, the iron rollers in the grinding mill served to crush the stalks and 

squeeze out the cane juice. The extracted juice then fell into a conductor underneath the mill, 
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from which it was carried into a reservoir and further conveyed by pipes into large filters. Here 

the juice was clarified by boiling, and slaves ladled off the impurities which floated to the top. 

After being properly purified, the next task was to reduce the cane juice into syrup by evaporation. 

The juice was carried by pipes from the filters to large open kettles or vacuum pans, where it was 

heated to the boiling point. While boiling, the juice passed through three pans in succession, each 

of which further strained the juice and required impurities to be removed by hand. When the 

syrup reached the point of granulation it was poured into the ―coolers‖, or troughs from ten to 

twelve feet long and one and a half feet deep. Considerable precision was required in determining 

the granulation point — this was often called the ―critical moment‖ in sugar making. Once cooled 

and properly granulated, the sugar was removed to the ―purgery.‖ The purgery was a large room 

with a cement cistern instead of a floor, on top of which were laid strong timbers like floor beams. 

Empty barrels with filtering holes in the bottom rested on top of these timbers. Slaves entered the 

purgery carrying the coolers of granulated sugar, poured the sugar into the barrels, and left it there 

to let the molasses filter out, which in turn drained into the cistern below. The white sugar was 

then packed into hogsheads, and the molasses in the cistern was poured into barrels with about 

fifty gallons capacity. All in all, the harvest and manufacture of sugar lasted two to three months, 

at least until Christmas, if not the beginning of January, when the planting cycle repeated itself. 

As finished products, the hogsheads of sugar and barrels of molasses were marketed at the 

planter‘s leisure by shipping them to the New Orleans market and selling them to plantation 

wharves or individual sugar merchants.44  

The forced nature of sugar cultivation in southern Louisiana, where the growing season 

was seriously limited by weather constraints, was the most important factor in determining the 

work patterns of slaves. As historian Richard Follett aptly put it, ―every planter in the cane world 

faced a race against time.‖ Indeed, more than any other southern crop, sugar was successfully 

cultivated only by working with a furious haste which easily surpassed the steady tempo 

necessary to cultivate continually alternating grains in northern Virginia. On sugar plantations, 

there never seemed to be enough hours in the day, and the ―sugar slaves worked at a killing 

pace,‖ in the words of Ira Berlin. Slack periods were for all intents and purposes non-existent 

throughout the year, as the Louisiana sugar cycle lasted a full twelve months, during all phases of 

which time was of the essence. Moreover, the secondary chores on the sugar plantations were 

endless, from cleaning ditches to cultivating corn to chopping thousands of cords of wood for the 

steam engines and boilers in the sugar house.45  

Unwilling and unable to leave any of their operations to chance, the sugar planters 

became masters in plantation management, and they demanded — under threat of the lash — 
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nothing less than absolute speed, the highest efficiency, and an industrial discipline of their 

enslaved labor forces. The task system, which shortened slaves‘ work days in the rice districts of 

South Carolina, was rare but not unknown in St. James Parish, especially for paid overwork (such 

as chopping wood) and skilled work. One local slave named Octave Johnson, a cooper, claimed 

that he ―worked by task at my trade,‖ but added that the field hands in the region were not 

afforded this luxury. In general task work was considered unsuitable for field work on sugar 

plantations. The reasons were threefold. First, sugar cultivation required careful supervision, 

much like tobacco in eighteenth-century northern Virginia. Moreover, operations on the sugar 

plantations were unpredictable due to the crop‘s vulnerability to the Louisiana climate. Most 

importantly, however, was the fact that there was simply too much work to be done on most sugar 

plantations. Work patterns which would have resulted in too much free time for the slaves would 

have been an enormous waste of money and resources in the sugar country. Instead, systematic 

time-work — gang labor in the true sense of the term — was found to be the most efficient means 

of planting, cultivating and harvesting sugarcane; once the grinding season began gang labor was 

replaced by assembly-line shift work for able-bodied slaves.46 

 For virtually all field work, slaves were divided into interdependent squads responsible 

for specific chores, and driven at a quick tempo from sunup to sundown, six days a week, under 

the watchful eyes of overseers and drivers. Shrewd businessmen, sugar planters knew that they 

could exact a maximum amount of labor from their slaves by employing an almost scientifically 

devised division of labor, which allowed them to quicken the work tempo, increase productivity 

and exploit economies of scale. Planting cane, for example, was accomplished by three gangs — 

the first gang stripped the stalks, the second laid the stalks carefully in the furrows, and the third 

gang came along and covered the stalks with earth. Cane cultivation, which consisted of 

repeatedly plowing and hoeing the cane fields, was likewise accomplished by gangs. The plow 

gangs were usually made up of especially strong and well-trained bondsmen, who skilfully drove 

the oxen and plows in perfectly straight lines along the rows of cane. The hoe gangs, generally 

much larger in number, followed close behind, loosening the earth, killing weeds, and harrowing 

in between the rows. In autumn, when the crop was ready to be harvested, field hands were again 

divided into ―cutters,‖ ―loaders,‖ and ―haulers.‖ Skilled cane cutters marched through the fields 

first, stripping the stalks of their flags and tops, and cutting them down at the roots. They were 

followed by loader gangs whose job it was to collect the severed stalks and stack them in the carts. 

The hauler gang carted the cane stalks to the sugar house, where they could be immediately 

processed into granulated sugar and molasses. In St. James Parish, even secondary tasks were 

performed by gangs. One visitor reported that after the cane crop had been laid by, ―the negroes 
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are divided into ‗gangs‘, some to be employed in gathering ‗fodder‘, some to secure the crop of 

corn . . . some to manufacture bricks, while the sturdier hands are busily employed in cutting 

wood.‖47  

Whatever the job at hand, the employment of gang labor, combined with the furious pace 

at which these gangs were driven, made field work on the sugar plantations proceed with 

military-like precision, a feature which did not go unnoticed by travelers to the region. Victor 

Tixier found the allocation and employment of slave labor in St. James Parish in the 1830s 

extremely ―well regulated.‖ Amos Parker observed during the harvest season ―armies of negroes 

in the fields,‖ working with a discipline unmatched anywhere else in the slave South. J. W. Dorr, 

during his visit to St. James Parish in 1860, reported regularly seeing ―long ranks of fifty to a 

hundred negroes, hoe in hand, working across the fields with almost the precision of military 

drill.‖ And Solon Robinson thought the cane-cutting gang on one plantation ―quite a uniform 

company, that might do the state some service in times of peril.‖48  

For the slaves, such regimentation was back-breaking. One former slave, Daffney 

Johnson, told interviewers of the Federal Writers‘ Project: ―[They] sho‘ did push us out in dem 

sugar fields.‖ The exhausting work tempo was exacerbated by the set long hours. Pam Drake 

wrote during a visit to Louisiana in the 1850s that the slaves on the sugar plantations all worked 

―from light in the morning until darkness at night.‖ James Conner, a local slave who fled 

Louisiana in 1857, told abolitionist William Still that he and his fellow bondsmen ―commenced 

work in the morning, when they could just barely see; they quit work in the evening when they 

could see no longer.‖ Rebecca Fletcher, enslaved in her youth on a sugar plantation, remembered 

that ―slaves had to go to field before daybreak and didn‘t come home till after dark.‖ Ceceil 

George, also a former slave, told interviewers that on the sugar plantations, ―you has to put your 

candle out early and shut yourself up, den get up while it‘s still dark and start to work.‖ And one 

visitor to the region, Joseph Holt Ingraham, calculated that of free time, enslaved field hands in 

the Louisiana sugar country averaged only ―twelve hours in twenty-four, and . . . one day in seven 

throughout the year.‖ As in Georgetown District, the slave drivers were especially disadvantaged 

with regard to free time, as they were made to perform extra duties after the day‘s work had been 

completed. The overseer on William Minor‘s sugar plantation in neighboring Ascension Parish 

— a typical estate for the region — was instructed to require the drivers to ―examine the [slave] 

quarters (after ringing of the bell at night to see whether the negroes are all at home or not) . . . 

every night.‖49  

The work week was even sometimes extended to include Sunday. Despite claims by the 

daughter of one former sugar planter that she ―knew of only one planter who made his negroes 
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work on Sundays,‖ evidence suggests that work on the Sabbath was in fact nothing unusual in St. 

James Parish or anywhere else in the sugar country. One local planter recorded in his plantation 

journal on Sunday, 5 September 1852: ―All hands worked on pond till 9. Finished it.‖ Frederick 

Law Olmsted reported that ―in this State . . .  I have seen negroes at work almost every Sunday.‖ 

Ceceil George claimed that during slavery, ―Sunday, Monday, it all de same . . . It [was] like a 

heathen part of de country.‖ Elizabeth Ross Hite, a former bondswoman, likewise recalled that 

―de slave worked on Sunday and Saturday, sometimes,‖ but added that ―Sunday work was light.‖ 

Even Valcour Aime, considered a model sugar planter by his peers, called his slaves to the fields 

on Sundays when he felt it necessary. In early July of 1844, he recorded in his plantation diary: 

―The fields being so unusually grassy, the hands were employed to weed on Sunday, the 7 th.‖50 

 The grinding season combined the agricultural model of gang labor with modern methods 

of industrial production, a system which ―emulated the emerging factory system,‖ according to 

historian Richard Follett. The production of granulated sugar and molasses, once commenced, 

continued all day and all night until the year‘s entire cane crop had been fully processed into a 

marketable commodity. Work in the sugar house lasted twenty-four hours a day, seven days a 

week, for two to three months on end. Thorpe observed during the grinding season in St. James 

Parish that ―for sixty or ninety days all is hurry and bustle . . . from morn to night, and night to 

morn . . .‖ Sugar planters divided their slaves into shifts to operate the machinery and perform the 

various functions of sugar production, with individuals often clocking eighteen hours of work a 

day. In most cases, able-bodied slaves were required to work two nine-hour shifts, with a six-hour 

break for sleep in between. The most valuable and skilled slaves, such as the sugar makers, 

however, could seldom afford to leave their posts at all and often slept in the sugar house.51  

Some slaves ran away in autumn to avoid gruelling shifts in the sugar house. One planter 

recorded a typical entry in his journal on 26 November 1850, ―Alfred runaway since two weeks.‖ 

Most slaves, however, were enticed to the sugar house by certain incentives such as more and 

better food and drink, and planters did their best to turn the grinding season into a festive 

occasion. For those who stuck it out, work dominated their waking hours. William Howard 

Russell of The Times wrote during a visit to St. James Parish that ―when the crushing and boiling 

are going on the labour is intensely trying, and the hands work in gangs night and day . . . nothing 

but ‗involuntary servitude‘ could go through the toil and suffering required to produce sugar.‖ 

Ingraham reported that ―the negroes . . . work from eighteen to twenty hours‖ during the grinding 

season. And Olmsted was appalled to find that ―on all sugar plantations . . . they work the negroes 

excessively, in the grinding season; often cruelly. Under the usual system, to keep the fires 
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burning, and the works constantly supplied, eighteen hours‘ work was required of every negro, in 

twenty-four — leaving but six for rest.‖52  

 Indeed, whether toiling in the fields or working night shifts at the sugar house, the 

excessive labor required of enslaved people throughout the year in southern Louisiana was 

gruelling even by southern standards. Visitors were often appalled by what they found to be the 

most inhumane work patterns forced upon slaves in the entire plantation South. British traveler 

Thomas Hamilton voiced a common sentiment when he wrote that the slaves living on sugar 

plantations were all ―compelled to undergo incessant labour. . . [they] are taxed beyond their 

strength, and are goaded to labour until nature absolutely sinks under the effort.‖ James Stirling, 

another visitor to the sugar country, opined that ―the severe nature of the labour on a sugar 

plantation . . . is objectionable both in an economical and social point of view.‖ William Howard 

Russell likewise reported that in St. James Parish, ―the Negroes are exposed to the severest 

labour.‖ Pam Drake found that throughout the sugar country, ―the slaves are over-worked, at least 

one-third beyond what it is possible for the physical powers of any human being to endure.‖ And 

according to Solomon Northup, who experienced the harshness of southern Louisiana slavery 

first-hand, life on a sugar plantation consisted of little more than ―weariness, and fear, and 

suffering, and unremitting labor‖ throughout the year.53 

 

Conclusion 

 

The work patterns forced upon enslaved people living in various regions of the nineteenth-

century South differed widely. In Fairfax County, Virginia, the legacy of tobacco combined with 

the steady tempo required to cultivate continually alternating grains convinced local slaveholders 

of the need to work their bondsmen according to a slightly altered form of the gang system. As a 

result, slaves in Fairfax were made to perform time-work in small interdependent squads from 

sunup to sundown, cultivating wheat, corn, rye and oats in quick succession. The cultivation of 

rice in Georgetown District, South Carolina, placed very different demands on enslaved field 

hands. There the hardy nature of the cash crop, as well as its relatively straightforward methods of 

cultivation, produced a unique system of labor. Working by the task, slaves on the rice plantations 

were at liberty to determine their own work tempo, frequently avoiding the dawn-to-dusk labor of 

their northern Virginia counterparts. The work patterns employed on the sugar plantations in St. 

James Parish, Louisiana, contrasted greatly with those in the rice country and northern Virginia. 

Sugar cultivation in Louisiana was characterized by a severe lack of time, and the workloads on 

most plantations were substantial. The speed, precision, and long hours required in planting, 
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cultivating, and harvesting sugar — not to mention performing a myriad of other tasks — 

convinced sugar planters of the need to employ a form of gang labor as it existed nowhere else on 

the North American continent. Field hands in the sugar country worked in interdependent squads 

from sunup to sundown, just as they did in Fairfax County, but on the sugar plantations they were 

driven at a furious pace which was unmatched in Virginia. Moreover, slaves in St. James Parish 

experienced arduous eighteen-hour work days during the grinding season. Shifts in the sugar 

house more closely resembled factory work than field work, and they left fatigued slaves with 

scarcely six hours‘ sleep per night.  

Throughout the non-cotton South, the work patterns employed by enslaved people had 

far-reaching consequences for family contact and the development of family-based internal 

economies. 
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Chapter Three 

Family Contact during Working Hours 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Having examined the nature of work on agricultural units in various localities of the non-cotton 

South, as well as the development of regional agriculture in general, the following two chapters 

will focus on the effects of  work and agriculture on the daily experiences of the men, women and 

children who lived in bondage in each of the three regions. Enslaved families encountered a 

complicated framework of boundaries and opportunities in both their public world of work for the 

master, and their somewhat more private world of the slave quarters. For this study it is 

convenient to divide slaves‘ waking hours into two parts: their time for the master, which 

consumed most of their day, and their time for themselves, including evenings and free days such 

as Sunday. 

Chapter four will examine the effects of work and regional agriculture on the 

development of slave families‘ internal economies during their free time. This chapter will 

address the experiences of slave families during working hours. How did work and the nature of 

regional agriculture affect slave family contact during their time for the master? What kinds of 

boundaries and opportunities did work patterns and the specific demands for cultivating various 

cash crops create for parenthood and childcare during working hours? Under what circumstances 
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were enslaved people afforded the opportunity to work together with their family members during 

the day? And how did slave families react to these boundaries and opportunities? The answers to 

these questions will here be further explored for slave families living in northern Virginia, 

lowcountry South Carolina, and southern Louisiana. 

 

A Lack of Bonding Time:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Labor arrangements and the nature of slave-based agriculture in northern Virginia conspired to 

limit slaves‘ control over their working hours and severely restrict opportunities to negotiate for 

family contact. As in other regions of the slave South, families in Fairfax County were generally 

confronted with a systematic form of segregation during the workday. Such divisions ran two 

ways. Family members were separated both by age — young, able-bodied, and elderly — as well 

as by sex, according to their perceived ability and usefulness on the farm. However, the extreme 

lack of flexibility which slave families in Fairfax County had to negotiate around such 

segregation was particularly trying, especially for parents with small children. As the following 

will show, work and the nature of local agriculture in many ways thwarted opportunities for 

family contact on the grain farms; on the other hand contact between some able-bodied family 

members in the fields — especially on small farms — may have been common and probably 

improved over time. 

Pregnancy and childcare in Fairfax County posed an especially difficult challenge which 

disproportionately burdened enslaved women with the responsibility of reconciling their formal 

work with parental duties. Faced with declining productivity and shrinking labor forces, 

slaveholders in northern Virginia especially required physical labor from all women whether they 

were pregnant or not; consequently, pregnant bondswomen and the mothers of newborn infants 

frequently found that the pressing demands of mixed farming overrode the needs of their unborn 

or newborn children. Lacking both time and flexibility, local enslaved women found this a 

situation which they were usually powerless to change.1  

In Fairfax County pregnant women were kept in the fields until shortly before they gave 

birth, although in practice advanced pregnancy usually meant less work, if not in theory then in 

practice. One local overseer complained to his employer that ―2 or 3 of the Negroe women are 

pregnant which will throw me behind in my crops,‖ indicating that these women worked more 

slowly than the others, perhaps on purpose. Even when they were near their time and unable to 

perform some of the more strenuous field tasks, however, they could always be given lighter 
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chores around the farm until they gave birth, from milking cows to weeding in the vegetable 

garden. Quite soon after their children were born, moreover, new mothers in northern Virginia 

were expected to fulfill their normal labor quotas. According to historian Sally McMillen, four 

weeks appears to have been the average confinement period, or ―lying-in period‖, for antebellum 

slave women following delivery in the South as a whole. Although specific sources for Fairfax 

County have not survived, research by Brenda Stevenson on neighboring Loudoun County has 

revealed that local slaveholders only permitted an average lying-in period of about two weeks 

before ordering new mothers back to work. It is unlikely that planters in Fairfax were any 

different — indeed, agricultural societies and family relations among slaveholders bound the two 

counties together to a great extent. By contrast, as Stevenson has shown, the average confinement 

period of new mothers among the white population in northern Virginia lasted between four and 

six weeks. Even white farm women, who were more needed in their families‘ fields, had at least 

the flexibility of determining when they were healthy enough to return to work and what to do 

with their babies when they did. Enslaved women in the region not only had no choice in the 

matter, but in many cases new mothers were even called upon to perform odd chores and favors 

during their two-week lying-in period. Former slave Christopher Nichols, who fled to Canada in 

the 1850s, recalled that on his farm a new mother named Mary Montgomery, ―who had a small 

child at her breast‖, was made to do favors for her master during her confinement period, once 

even being sent out to get some ice, whereupon she caught a cold and became sick for days 

thereafter.2  

Local slaveholders may have deviated from the southern norm when they limited slave 

women‘s confinement periods to the bare minimum, but in northern Virginia they could generally 

afford to work their childbearing women as hard as they did. Heavy labor quotas for pregnant 

women and short lying-in periods do not appear to have significantly raised mortality rates among 

women of childbearing age (which in 1820 was only 3 percent higher than mortality rates among 

slave men, for example), nor did they negatively impact child mortality rates. In 1820, the 

mortality rate for children under the age of fourteen in Fairfax County was 45 percent, even lower 

than mortality rates among local white children. By 1850, mortality rates among slave children 

had decreased to 40 percent. As northern Virginia was not a diseased environment, and farm 

work was far from a deadly occupation, slaveholders were confident enough of their slaves‘ 

health to keep expecting women in the fields even during advanced stages of pregnancy, and most 

did not think twice about putting new mothers back to work after what even by nineteenth-

century standards amounted to a relatively short rest.. In this they differed from slaveholders in 

less healthy regions (such as the lowcountry or southern Louisiana — see below).3  
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After their brief lying-in period, enslaved women in the region were also denied the 

flexibility to return to the quarters at regular intervals during the day in order to nurse their 

newborn infants or spend any time with them. Indeed, most new mothers were afforded the 

opportunity to return to the quarters only during their midday meal break, which was the only 

time when any of the slaves‘ work was temporarily halted according to Elijah Fletcher, the tutor 

employed at Hollin Hall. Visitors to the South who frequently commented on specially granted 

nursing visits for slave mothers in various other southern localities failed to observe any such 

privileges in Fairfax County. Lacking opportunities to alter their situation in the balancing act 

between motherhood and slavery, improvisation became a valuable skill and significantly 

influenced childcare on farms throughout the region. Sources from other Virginia slaves have 

shown for example that slave women sometimes crafted substitute ―nipples‖ in order to keep their 

babies calm while they were out working in the fields. One former bondswoman recalled that 

mothers used to ―keep de babies from hollerin‘ by tying a string ‘roun‘ a piece of skin an‘ stickin‘ 

it in dey mouth . . . I b‘lieve dat meat-skin-suckin‘ help babies.‖  Still, limited nursing deprived 

new mothers of valuable bonding time with their newborn children.4  

Indeed, the experiences of slave families in Fairfax County were characterized by a lack 

of bonding time. For enslaved parents of all children, whether infants, toddlers, or pre-adolescents, 

childcare was predominately a shared responsibility in northern Virginia, as dawn-to-dusk labor 

allowed mothers and fathers little time to attend to their children during the day. Many women 

did not even have enough time to prepare meals for their children early in the morning or in the 

evenings. Former bondsman Francis Henderson remembered that ―the overseer‘s horn would 

sound‖ every morning before most women got a chance to ―bake hoe cakes‖ for themselves or 

their children. Consequently, he claimed, he was often simply given a piece of stale bread or a 

herring to eat as his mother made haste to the fields. ―I never sat down at a table to eat . . . all the 

time I was a slave,‖ he later recalled. Brenda Stevenson found in her study of slave family life in 

northern Virginia that ―given the work loads of slaves [in the region], one or two persons, even 

the child‘s parents, rarely were able to attend to all of the components of the child rearing task. 

Parents, therefore, had to share childcare and –rearing with others.‖ Enslaved parents‘ 

dependency on others to raise their children was for many a hard pill to swallow. Caroline Hunter 

was born a slave in southern Virginia, but the remarks she made concerning childcare were just as 

applicable to the northern part of the state. ―During slavery,‖ she recalled, ―it seemed lak yo‘ 

chillun b‘long to ev‘ybody but you.‖5  

Whenever possible, substitute childrearers were drawn from resident family members — 

extended or nuclear — who were either too old or too young to perform productive labor for their 
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master. In most cases these caretakers were women, usually elderly grandmothers or aunts of the 

children in their care. One former bondsman recalled that as a child he was kept ―in the house 

with my aunt‖ during working hours, his aunt being ―quite an old woman.‖ Laura, a slave woman 

belonging to M. C. Fitzhugh in the 1850s, probably left her infant daughter under the care of her 

grandmother, Truelove, while she was in the fields. At seventy-five, Truelove was valued at 

nothing, and she lived in the same house as her granddaughter and newborn great-granddaughter. 

Likewise, the infant children living on Thomson Mason‘s plantation were cared for by Sarah, a 

sixty-year-old woman who was valued at nothing and thus unfit for field labor. Elderly family 

members were preferred, as they usually had both the experience and the patience to care for 

small children. Their significant contribution to child rearing reinforced kinship ties, as young 

enslaved children were socialized by authority figures other than their mothers and fathers. Frank 

Bell remembered that his grandparents advised him on important aspects of life in bondage. 

During an interview in the 1930s he recalled how his grandfather had once called him over as a 

small boy to explain to him the nature of life as a slave: 

 

―Come here, son,‖ he say to me, and it was the fust time I recollec‘ dat he had say 

something to me what wus a little tot dat ain‘t nobody paid ‘tention to. He picked me up 

and rid me cross his foot wid his knee crossed, holding onto my hands, and riding me 

up and down. ―Son,‖ he say, ―I sho‘ hope you never have to go through the things your 

ole grandpa done bin through.‖6 

 

 Calculations derived from the federal census returns for the antebellum period, however, 

indicate that on average only about one-third of enslaved children living in Fairfax County could 

have in fact been cared for during the day by elderly women who lived on the same slaveholding. 

Since local slaveholdings were generally small, many farms simply did not have any elderly 

enslaved women who could look after small children. The census returns for 1840, for example, 

indicate that of the 1,170 slave children living in Fairfax County, only 399 resided on estates 

which also contained at least one enslaved woman aged fifty-five or older. In practice this number 

was undoubtedly even lower, as many female slaves were kept in the fields past the age of fifty-

five, while others were transferred to the big house to perform domestic duties when they became 

too old to perform field work. In other words, in the best case scenario only 34 percent of Fairfax 

County slave children could have been supervised by resident elderly women — whether family 

members or otherwise — while their parents were in the fields. The plantation of David Wilson 

Scott was fairly typical in this regard. In 1820 he owned eleven slave children but no slave 



94 

 

women above the age of forty-five. Of the four women that he owned between the ages of 

fourteen and forty-five, two were employed as field hands. The other two worked as domestic 

servants.7 

 Clearly most enslaved mothers and fathers had little choice but to share their child rearing 

tasks with residents of the farm other than elderly enslaved women. Their options were limited. 

On small farms throughout the South it was common for young children to be put in charge of 

looking after their infant brothers and sisters while their parents were away, although sources for 

Fairfax County or northern Virginia do not indicate how widespread this practice was. Evidence 

suggests that many enslaved boys and girls past infancy in fact fell under the loose supervision of 

domestic servants (in some cases their own mothers or aunts) or even the white mistress of the 

farm, as black children were often observed running around the big house and playing with the 

white children. Former bondsman Christopher Nichols recalled that on his farm, the black and 

white children played together ―in the stackyard‖ during the day. The son of one northern 

Virginia slaveholder likewise claimed that it was customary ―in nearly all households . . . for the 

white and black children connected with each to play together.‖ Frederick Law Olmsted noted 

with some surprise during a railway journey through the region in the 1850s that ―black and white 

children are playing together . . . black and white faces are constantly thrust together out of the 

doors, to see the train go by.‖ Bethany Veney, born a slave in northern Virginia just west of 

Fairfax, claimed that she had been supervised by her white mistress, a certain Nasenath Fletcher, 

while her mother worked in the fields. Fletcher apparently even took it upon herself to teach the 

impressionable enslaved children under her care that in the next life, ―every little child that had 

told a lie, would be cast into a lake of fire and brimstone . . .‖ In her autobiography, Bethany 

recounted running to her mother in the fields to ask if what her mistress had told her was true. No 

doubt resentful of the lessons being taught to her daughter by the white woman, Bethany‘s mother 

―confirmed it all, but added what Miss Nasenath had failed to mention, namely that those who 

told the truth and were good would always have everything they should want.‖8 

Some sources indicate that enslaved children were sometimes left completely 

unsupervised while their parents were away. Slave parents living on small holdings — and local 

slaves increasingly found themselves living on small holdings as the nineteenth century 

progressed — often had no other choice. Charles Peyton Lucas, a former bondsman from the area, 

told interviewers in Canada (after his escape from Virginia) that he was simply ―kept mostly in 

the quarters‖ as a young boy while his parents were away. Even slave children on moderate-sized 

holdings were not always properly supervised. Fairfax County slaveholder Richard Marshall 

Scott, Sr., owned thirteen slave children under the age of fourteen and seven slave women above 
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the age of forty-five in 1820, giving the impression that he had at least a few potential children‘s 

nurses in his possession. However, as he divided his slaves between two farms and his town 

house in Alexandria, it appears that at least some children ended up on units where they were left 

unsupervised while their mothers were away. Scott received an unwelcome surprise one 

afternoon by the unsupervised children of one of his enslaved women. On 8 April 1823 he noted 

in his diary with disdain: 

 

On my return from Alexandria I found my servant hall, my barn, stables, carriage house, 

covered way, barnyard, hay, straw, plow, cartwheels . . . [and] 13 cords of wood 

consumed by fire, which broke out in the servants hall on Sunday the 6 th . . . The fire 

was occasioned in the absence of a mother by her little children setting fire to a straw 

bed. 

 

In this particular case the children‘s mother was not in the fields — it was Sunday — but rather in 

Alexandria, where she may have been temporarily serving in Scott‘s town house. Nevertheless, 

the incident indicates that it was not unusual for children to be left unsupervised on the farm.9   

Partly as a precaution to prevent such behavior, and partly as a means of utilizing their 

enslaved labor force to its maximum potential, Fairfax County slaveholders often put otherwise 

unsupervised children to work at a relatively young age. Many ended up serving as domestic 

servants in the big house until they were old enough to perform field labor. From the perspective 

of the parents, slave children‘s domestic duties meant, in the words of Brenda Stevenson, 

―working long hours, sometimes being accessible twenty-four hours a day,‖ and thus further 

limiting valuable family time. When northern journalist James Redpath called at a small grain 

farm in Fairfax County in 1857, the door was opened to him by ―a young negro girl, six or seven 

years of age,‖ who served her mistress in the house. Austin Steward was taken away from his 

mother, father, and sister at the age of eight in order to serve as his master‘s personal servant. ―It 

was my duty to stand behind my master‘s chair,‖ he recalled, ―which was sometimes the whole 

day, never being allowed to sit in his presence.‖ Steward was even prevented from sleeping with 

his own family, as his master and mistress required him to sleep in their room in case they needed 

him during the night: ―I slept in the same room with my master and mistress . . . I always slept on 

the floor, without a pillow or even a blanket, but, like a dog, lay down anywhere I could find a 

place.‖ Another Fairfax County slave named Oscar was taken into the big house at a young age to 

serve as his mistress‘s ―pet.‖ A report filed with abolitionists in the northern city to which he fled 

stated that his mistress, one Miss Gordon, ―raised Oscar from a child and treated him as a pet. 
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When he was a little ‗shaver‘ seven or eight years of age, she made it practice to have him sleep 

with her.‖10 

Other young children were put to work outside, performing light tasks such as collecting 

trash or stones about the estate, or toting water to the fields where the adult field hands were 

working. Most children began to work when they were about six years old; sometimes they began 

earlier. Former bondsman George Jackson remembered working in the farm‘s communal 

vegetable garden, under the supervision of the white mistress, when he was only five or six years 

old. ―I worked in the garden, hoein‘ weeds . . . De mistress scold and beat me when I was pullin‘ 

weeds. Sometimes I pulled a cabbage stead of a weed. She would jump and beat me. I can 

remember cryin‘.‖ Some children were sent to help the other field hands — in many cases their 

own mothers, fathers, or older siblings — to bind and stack wheat, pull weeds, or remove worms 

and other pests from the crops. Once a child was deemed old and strong enough, he or she was 

made to perform regular work on the farm. The exact age for this transition varied according to 

the opinion of the slaveholder; it could occur as early as six, or as late as fourteen years old. The 

average age seems to have been between eight and nine, however. Silas Jackson, a former slave 

from northern Virginia, was nine when he began to perform regular work. He remembered that he 

was ―a large boy for my age. When I was nine years of age my tasks began and continued until 

1864.‖ As was common on the diversified farms of northern Virginia, he was trained as a child to 

perform a number of different tasks: ―I had a taste of all the work on the farm,‖ he recalled. 

Henry Banks, also a former bondsman, was even younger when he was put to work. ―When I was 

eight years old,‖ he claimed, ―I was put to work regularly on the farm.‖11 

The extent to which Fairfax County field hands were afforded opportunities to work in 

family groups is difficult to determine. Very little primary evidence exists on the subject; 

consequently, conclusions can only be derived from a limited number of sources. Suffice it to say 

that the advantages of such an arrangement for slave families would have been substantial, 

however. Even if most slave families in the region lacked sufficient free time to be together or 

care for their children during the day, working in family groups at least would have allowed 

family members of working age to be together and even assist one another as they labored in the 

wheat and corn fields. Although squads of complete nuclear families in the fields were 

undoubtedly an uncommon sight in Fairfax County — as most slave families were at least 

partially scattered across the landscape on different slaveholdings (see chapters six and seven) — 

cooperation between some resident family members may have been common.  

On a handful of the larger plantations it appears that slave families were granted the 

privilege of working together. Austin Steward recalled that ―it was usual for men and women to 
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work side by side on our plantation.‖ Frank Bell, reflecting on his childhood in bondage, told 

interviewers in the 1930s: ―We used to wuk in family groups, we did. Now we and my four 

brothers, never had no sisters, used to follow my mom an‘ dad. In dat way one could help de 

other when dey got behind.‖ As Bell‘s testimony makes clear, slaves who worked in family 

groups were especially eager to come to the aid of family members while performing their 

master‘s work. Indeed, by helping family members when they ―got behind,‖ enslaved people 

essentially protected their loved ones from the lash or other punishments that were often dealt 

them by their masters or overseers when their work tempo was found wanting. One former 

bondsman claimed that his master‘s son would sadistically sit ―on the fence looking down upon 

us, and if any had been idle, he would visit him with blows. I have known him to kick my aunt . . . 

and I have seen him punish my sisters awfully with hickories from the woods.‖ Men were 

especially keen to protect female family members. As Bell remembered it, ―All of us would pitch 

in and help Momma who warn‘t very strong. Course in dat way de man what was doin‘ the 

cradlin‘ would always go no faster dan de woman, who was most times his wife, [so that she] 

could keep up.‖ As enslaved men in theory lacked the power to protect their female family 

members from corporal punishments meted out by whites in positions of authority, those working 

in family groups seized opportunities to at least prevent their wives and daughters from being 

physically abused by initiating slowdowns, or by personally assisting them with their work.12  

 On Bell‘s plantation, the privilege of working in family groups was negotiated by the 

driver. As in the lowcountry, drivers in Virginia  held a managerial position within the plantation 

division of labor. A prestigious yet precarious position given exclusively to enslaved men, the 

driver‘s duty was to set the pace of the rest of the gang through his own labor, as well as to 

generally oversee the agricultural operations performed on the farm and even to mete out 

punishments to his fellow bondsmen if necessary. Although himself enslaved, the driver 

occasionally had the power to negotiate for better labor conditions, depending on the master. Ex-

slave interviews are full of accounts of slave drivers who abused their positions of authority. 

Frank Bell recalled a different story: ―Ole overseer on some plantations wouldn‘t let families 

work together, cause dey ain‘t gonna work as fast as when dey all mixed up, but Marse John 

Fallon had a black foreman, what was my mother‘s brother, my uncle. Moses Bell was his name, 

and he always looked out for his kinfolk.‖13  

However, the plantation where Frank Bell grew up seems to have been the exception to 

the rule in Fairfax County — at least among large plantations — as he himself admitted in his 

testimony. Most slaveholders believed that they could extract a maximum amount of labor from 

their work force by indeed keeping their slaves ―all mixed up‖ in the fields. On small farms, 
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however, especially toward the end of the antebellum period, family members were undoubtedly 

more likely to work together in the fields, if only because slaves were too few in number to divide 

into many squads. Indeed, on most small farms it was practically impossible not to work with at 

least a few family members. 

 Despite the testimonies of Steward and Bell, evidence suggests that when enslaved 

people did work with family members, they generally worked with family members of the same 

sex, as many Fairfax County slaveholders preferred to employ a sexual division of labor in at 

least some of their agricultural operations. Plowing, for example, was almost exclusively 

performed by enslaved men. Males were also put in charge of jobs such as carting and clearing 

land. During the harvest, men were employed cutting and cradling the wheat. Women, on the 

other hand, were responsible for a number of tasks such as hoeing, raking and binding the 

harvested wheat, cleaning out stables, and even levelling ditches. Women and young girls were 

also more likely to be employed in the master‘s house as domestic servants if they could be 

missed in the fields. Increasingly, males and females worked separately under the system of 

mixed farming, although certain work sometimes called for slaves of both sexes to work in close 

proximity of each other, even if they were performing different tasks. During the wheat harvest 

the men would scythe and cradle, but the women followed close behind, raking and binding the 

cut grain. Plowmen were also closely followed by female family members in hoe squads. Yet 

with specific tasks often segregated by gender, despite spatial proximity between the sexes, it was 

more likely for enslaved  family members of the same sex to assist or train one another in their 

work for the master — an arrangement that probably strengthened family ties along gender lines. 

Family structure of course played an important role. The extent to which fathers may have 

worked together with their sons obviously depended on local domestic arrangements — men 

whose wives and children lived on other holdings could not assist them in the fields. This would 

not have prevented them from working with their own brothers or extended male kin on the home 

farm, however.14 

 In sum, slave families in Fairfax County generally faced a number of formidable 

boundaries during their working hours, as they were systematically segregated by labor demands 

and often denied the flexibility to negotiate for family contact. This was especially true for 

mothers with young children, who were forced to share childrearing with others from an early 

date, as they were called back to the fields to fulfill their normal labor quotas relatively soon after 

giving birth. Due to the limited number of unproductive slaves that could serve as children‘s 

nurses on most farms, many slave children were left under the supervision of either their white 

mistresses, or sometimes nobody at all, while their parents were in the fields. Children were put 
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to work at a relatively young age, often in the big house but also on the farm, where they 

performed a number of tasks. The sexual division of labor employed in the grain fields also 

separated enslaved family members by gender, although opportunities for family members of the 

same sex to work together may have improved with time, as slaveholding size steadily decreased 

and squads shrank. 

  

 

Flexible Parents and Spouses: 

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

Task work had important consequences for slave family life in Georgetown District. While 

enslaved field hands in Fairfax County were forced to labor day after day from morning till night, 

on the rice plantations of Georgetown District slaves enjoyed at least the opportunity of 

appropriating a portion of their day to spend with their family members, away from the watchful 

eyes of their masters and overseers. Indeed, the greatest advantage of the task system from the 

slaves‘ perspective was that it allowed industrious field hands to maximize their free time — time 

which they could spend not as enslaved laborers for their masters, but as heads of their own 

households. But even during working hours enslaved people living along the rivers of 

Georgetown District were often afforded opportunities to maximize family contact, both in the 

fields and in the quarters. In all, task work and the nature of regional agriculture provided slave 

families with a unique degree of flexibility. 

As elsewhere in the antebellum South, the demands of commercial agriculture overrode 

the reproductive needs of enslaved women living on the rice plantations of Georgetown District, 

and new mothers were put back to work relatively soon after having their babies. However, in the 

lowcountry they did not return to work as soon as new mothers in northern Virginia did, and 

when they did return, their options for childcare and ability to negotiate for limited family contact 

surpassed anything found in Fairfax County, largely as a result of the specific nature of slavery in 

the rice country. Rice planters tended to treat their pregnant and newborn human property with 

more consideration than Fairfax County slaveholders, albeit more out of interest for the potential 

addition to their labor force than out of consideration for the mothers‘ needs. The stagnant waters, 

oppressive heat and humidity, and rampant diseases of the lowcountry rice swamps posed serious 

health risks to pregnant women, unlike the wheat and corn fields of northern Virginia. As a 

precaution against disease and possible miscarriage, slaveholders in Georgetown District were 

especially keen to protect childbearing women from the unhealthiest features of rice cultivation. 
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Women were usually assigned lighter work (half- or three-quarter-tasks) throughout their 

pregnancy and afforded an average lying-in period of about one month to recuperate after giving 

birth. Robert F. W. Allston, for example, preferred to give pregnant field hands light hoeing tasks 

in the upland provision crops, rather than risk their health in the diseased and damp rice fields. 

Plowden Weston encouraged pregnant women ―to do some work up to the time of their 

confinement, if it is only walking into the field and staying there.‖ But, he added, ―if they are sick, 

they are to go to the hospital, and stay there until it is pretty certain their time is near.‖ Once a 

child was born, Weston allowed new mothers a lying-in time of four weeks or longer, as 

necessary, followed by two weeks of light tasks on the highland. James Sparkman also took 

special precautions to ensure the good health of pregnant women and newborn infants on his 

plantation: 

 

Allowance is invariably made for the women as soon as they report themselves 

pregnant, they being appointed to light work as will insure a proper consideration for 

the offspring. No woman is called out to work after her confinement, until the lapse of 

30 days, and for the first fortnight thereafter her duties are selected on the upland, or in 

the cultivation of provision crops, and she is not sent with the gang on the low damp 

tide lands.15 

 

 Even with such precautions, however, mortality rates among both childbearing women 

and children under fourteen years of age were appalling in the stifling rice swamps. William 

Dusinberre has calculated that chronic epidemics of malaria in the lowcountry resulted in a large 

number of miscarriages, while relatively high mortality rates among female rice workers further 

reduced fertility rates to well below the southern average (6.6 children born to every slave woman 

in the lowcountry as compared to 7.5 in the South as a whole). The enslaved children of 

Georgetown District also fared significantly worse than their southern counterparts. Based on 

census information, Dusinberre calculated that the child mortality rate (of children aged 0-14) in 

Georgetown District was 66 percent in 1860, compared to a southern average of 46 percent. The 

plantation book of William Lowndes suggests that infant mortality rates were just as high at the 

beginning of the century. Of the fifteen slave children born on Lowndes‘ plantation in 1810, ten 

(67 percent) died within the first year.16 

At the end of their lying-in periods enslaved mothers had little choice but to return to 

work and share their child rearing duties with others, just as they did in Fairfax County. However, 

shared child rearing took a distinct form on the rice plantations of Georgetown District. 
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Specifically, it tended to be less time-consuming and better organized in the lowcountry than in 

northern Virginia. To be sure, enslaved mothers and fathers on the rice plantations were forced to 

spend a significant amount of their time away from their young children, but in Georgetown 

District this amounted to an average of eight to ten hours per day, compared to sunup to sundown 

in Fairfax County. On Plowden Weston‘s plantation, slave women having ―six children alive at 

any one time‖ were even allowed ―all Saturday to themselves.‖ Moreover, the unusually large 

numbers of slaves resident on most rice plantations meant that on a vast majority of those estates, 

elderly women who were considered too old to perform field labor were available to look after 

young children while their parents were in the fields. The census returns for 1840, for example, 

indicate that in that year 89 percent of enslaved children under the age of ten lived on 

slaveholdings where enslaved women between the ages of fifty-five and one hundred were also 

resident. Most of the remaining 11 percent did not live on rice plantations at all, but were rather 

the children of domestic servants in the village centers.17  

In most cases the elderly ―nurses‖ assigned to care for small children on the rice 

plantations were assisted by preadolescent girls and, in a few cases, even young adult women. On 

True Blue Plantation during the Civil War, for example, a thirty-two-year-old bondswoman 

named Jane was appointed children‘s nurse along with three older women between the ages of 

fifty-five and sixty. Few enslaved children of field hands were therefore ever left unsupervised or 

under the care of domestic servants and white mistresses during the day, as they often were in 

Fairfax County. Rather, as one former bondsman put it, ―young girls and old women minded the 

babies‖ on the rice plantations. On most plantations, a separate nursery was built in the center of 

the slave village, where children were dropped off early in the morning and collected in the 

afternoon when their parents had finished their tasks. Captain Basil Hall observed on one such 

plantation: ―It appears that when the negroes go to the field in the morning, it is the custom to 

leave such children behind, as are too young for work. Accordingly, we found a sober old matron 

in charge of three dozen shining urchins, collected together in a house near the centre of the 

village.‖ Henry Brown, a former bondsman, recalled that on his plantation, ―the babies were 

taken to the Negro house and the old women and young colored girls who were big enough to lift 

them took care of them.‖ And J. Motte Alston, master of Woodbourne plantation, claimed that 

during slavery ―there were houses where the children were cared for during the day when their 

mothers were at work.‖ Nurses were not only put in charge of supervising the small children, but 

also teaching them valuable skills. Elizabeth Allston Pringle, who grew up on Chicora Wood 

plantation, recounted how the elderly nurse ―trained the children big enough to learn, teaching 

them to run up a seam and hem, in the way of sewing, and then stockings, and then to spin.‖18 



102 

 

 The women and girls who worked in the nursery during the day were almost always the 

grandmothers, aunts, cousins or sisters of at least some of the children under their care, which 

allowed them the opportunity to fulfill an important role in the upbringing of their own immediate 

or extended family members. Margaret Bryant, a former bondswoman, was quick to comment 

during an interview that the nurse on her plantation was her own aunt: ―My pa sister, Ritta One, 

had that job. Nuss (nurse) the chillun. Chillun house. One woman nuss all the chillun while they 

ma in the field. All size chillun.‖ Ellen Godfrey remembered taking care of her cousin in the 

nursery as a young girl: ―Gabe Knox? I nurse Gabe. I nurse ‘em. He pappy my cousin.‖ Jane, the 

above mentioned children‘s nurse on True Blue Plantation, was fortunate enough to have her four 

children — ranging in age from two to twelve — under her care all day while her husband Daniel, 

a field hand, worked at his tasks in the rice fields. To those children under their supervision who 

were not blood related, nurses undoubtedly served as fictive kin, providing youngsters with the 

care and attention they would have otherwise gotten from family members.19  

 Evidence suggests that the flexibility of task work afforded new mothers in Georgetown 

District several opportunities during the day to return to the nursery for breastfeeding as well, 

unlike Fairfax County. One visitor noted that at the nursery on the rice plantation he visited in 

1836, the ―tender age [of the dry nurse] required the frequent visits of the mother.‖ Olmsted 

likewise remarked that in the Georgia lowcountry new mothers ―make a visit to them [their 

children] once or twice during the day, to nurse them, and receive them to take to their cabins, or 

where they like, when they have finished their tasks — generally in the middle of the afternoon.‖ 

On some plantations, however, arrangements were made for the babies to be brought to their 

mothers in the fields to be nursed. Henry Brown told interviewers that ―at one o‘clock the babies 

were taken to the field to be nursed, then they were brought back to the Negro house until their 

mothers finished their work, then they would come for them.‖ Elizabeth Allston Pringle likewise 

recalled that at Chicora Wood, ―the nursing babies . . . were carried to their mothers at regular 

intervals to be nursed.‖ On Plowden Weston‘s plantations, slave mothers were allowed to begin 

their tasks half an hour later than the rest in order to nurse their babies in the early morning.20 

Well supervised back in the slave village, there was little reason for masters or overseers 

to keep enslaved children past infancy out of mischief by employing them in the fields, as was 

often the case in northern Virginia. Health risks played a role as well. The rice swamps were 

dangerous for young children, and most aspects of rice cultivation were too physically demanding 

for them to perform anyway. When the need arose, however, overseers and masters did not 

hesitate to occasionally employ their help in performing light, yet important, chores. Such chores 

not only contributed to the daily functions of the plantation, but they also accustomed future field 
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hands to the adult world of work that would one day dominate their lives. Olmsted observed for 

instance that some children were sent to the fields during the day and ―charged with some kind of 

light duty, such as frightening birds.‖ He also noted that in each field ―a boy or girl was also 

attached, whose business it was to bring water for them [the field hands] to drink.‖ Older children 

were sometimes assigned chores in the slave village, the most common of which for girls was 

helping the elderly women to supervise the smaller children in the nursery. In general, however, 

enslaved boys and girls on the rice plantations were not expected to work regularly until they 

were between the ages of twelve and fourteen, when they entered the work force as quarter- or 

half-task hands.21 

The flexibility which accompanied task work also allowed able-bodied members of slave 

families to work together in the rice fields. Historian Leslie Schwalm found that ―while each field 

hand was assigned her or his own task, the completion of a day‘s task was often a cooperative 

effort among slaves in the field.‖ In many cases, the sexual division of labor employed on the rice 

plantations encouraged family members of the same sex to assist one another in completing their 

daily tasks, as was the case in northern Virginia. According to historian Emily West, ―gender 

segregation [in South Carolina] restricted opportunities for male-female bonding while toiling for 

the master.‖ Plowing tasks, for example, were almost exclusively assigned to enslaved men, 

while sowing tasks were often classified as women‘s work. James Sparkman declared that ―in the 

preparation of the Rice Lands, as ditching, embanking, etc. the men alone are engaged with the 

spade.‖ Jesse Belflowers, the overseer at Chicora Wood, reported to his employer on 28 June 

1862 that the ―Men [are] working in the Pine land, the women picking rice.‖ Such divisions 

between male and female laborers was common throughout the lowcountry, not just in 

Georgetown. Olmsted observed on a rice plantation in the Georgia lowcountry some ―twenty or 

thirty women and girls. . . engaged in raking together,‖ while ―in the next field, twenty men, or 

boys, were ploughing.‖ Enslaved field hands in the lowcountry were thus often assisted by family 

members of the same sex who worked alongside them or on adjoining units of land. Hagar Brown, 

a former bondswoman from Georgetown District, recalled her mother often coming to the 

assistance of her aunt in the rice fields in order to protect her from corporal punishments. ―Beat 

ma‘s sister. Her sister sickly. Never could clear task — like he [the overseer] want. My ma have 

to work herself to death to help Henritte so sickly. Clear task to keep from beat[ing] . . . Ma had 

to strain to fetch sister up with her task. Dere in rice field.‖22  

Such assistance was not strictly limited by gender boundaries, however, which sets the 

lowcountry apart from northern Virginia and many other parts of the South. In the afternoons, 

men regularly came from completing their own tasks to help their wives and other family 
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members. One traveler reported that upon completion of their tasks, men ―were allowed to come 

to the aid of a wife or a friend, who had been less fortunate in bringing up the labors of the day.‖ 

A local rice planter recalled seeing ―with much pleasure the husband assisting the wife after he 

was finished with his own task, and sometimes I have seen several members of a family in like 

manner.‖ James Sparkman informed a prospective planter that ―it is customary (and never 

objected to) for the more active and industrious hands to assist those who are slower and more 

tardy in finishing their daily task.‖ By coming to the aid of family members, slaves not only 

protected them from corporal punishment, as suggested by Hagar Brown, but they also 

maximized the amount of family time they could spend back in the slave village. After all, it did 

little good for field hands to finish their tasks early if their family members remained in the fields 

till late.23 

In Georgetown District the nature of regional agriculture resulted in a certain amount of 

elasticity in the boundaries with which enslaved families were confronted during their working 

hours. Shared child rearing was minimized by the flexibility of the task system, which allowed 

mothers the opportunity to complete their day‘s work by the early afternoon and return to their 

parental duties. Likewise, task work allowed slave mothers to return to the village to nurse their 

babies. The number of slaves on most rice plantations moreover allowed for a highly organized 

system of childcare in which elderly nurses and young girls minded the children while their 

parents were in the fields. The flexibility of task work was extended to the fields as well. Family 

members were afforded the opportunity to come to each other‘s aid in the rice fields, even to the 

extent of crossing gender lines within the sexual division of labor. 

 

Heavy Burdens:  

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

The forced nature of cane cultivation had decidedly negative consequences for slave families 

living in St. James Parish, Louisiana. The intensity with which gang labor was applied to field 

work on the sugar plantations, which some likened to military drill, demanded especially long and 

physically exhausting work days of the slaves. Toiling as they did at a furious pace from sunup to 

sundown, six days a week (and sometimes seven), enslaved families had little time indeed to 

devote to child rearing or quality time with family members. During the grinding season, when 

round-the-clock shifts were expected of all able-bodied slaves for two to three months on end, 

free time was for all intents and purposes non-existent. Yet despite their long work days, enslaved 

people‘s daily lives in the sugar country differed in many ways from their counterparts in Fairfax 
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County. Indeed, the relationship between work and family life in St. James Parish combined 

characteristics found in both northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina.   

The experiences of pregnant women and newborn infants on the sugar plantations provide 

a case in point. As on the rice plantations, most planters in the sugar country took special 

precautions to insure the health of their pregnant bondswomen, who were singled out to perform 

lighter work than the other field hands. However, when lighter work loads were weighed against 

the pressing demands of sugar cultivation, the latter frequently won out over the needs of 

expecting mothers. For example, pregnant women in St. James Parish were often assigned lighter 

chores not immediately after they reported themselves pregnant, as in Georgetown District, but 

rather when they were well into their final trimester, which more resembled the experiences of 

women in Fairfax County. Indeed, evidence suggests that some plantation managers were not 

attentive at all to the reproductive needs of enslaved women. Edward De Buiew, a former 

bondsman, told interviewers of the Louisiana Writers‘ Project in the 1930s that his ―ma 

died ‘bout three hours after I was born. Pa always said they made my ma work too hard. I was 

born in the fields. He said ma was hoein‘. She told de old driver she was sick; he told her to just 

hoe right on. Soon, I was born, and my ma died a few minutes after dey brung her to the house.‖ 

At Houmas plantation in 1853 a woman named Isabell was confined only one day before she 

gave birth. Historian Richard Follett has argued that many sugar planters ―favored labor over 

leave‖ and kept pregnant women in the fields until shortly before they gave birth, especially on 

newly established plantations with limited work forces. Many of the wealthier and more 

progressive sugar planters, however, as many of those living in St. James Parish undoubtedly 

were, were keen to protect enslaved women in advanced stages of pregnancy from overwork, 

because overexertion in the stifling and unhealthy cane fields could result in miscarriage and thus 

endanger a valuable potential addition to their labor force. John Burnside, one of the wealthiest 

sugar planters and largest slaveholder of Louisiana, took special care in preventing miscarriage. 

His overseer boasted to British reporter William Howard Russell that ―there is not a plantation in 

the State . . . can show you such a lot of young niggers. The way to get them right is not to work 

the mothers too hard when they are near their time; to give them plenty to eat, and not to send 

them to the fields too soon.‖ As a result of this policy, Burnside‘s slave population allegedly 

increased naturally by 5 percent each year. Other planters in the sugar country took similar 

precautions. Historian V. Alton Moody found that on most large sugar plantations, expecting 

mothers were eventually ―assigned to only light duties.‖24  

Upon the birth of a slave child many planters afforded new mothers an average lying-in 

time of about one month in order to protect the lives of both childbearing women and their fragile 
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infants. The daughter of one local sugar planter recalled that on her plantation ―no woman went to 

work until her child was a month old.‖ The amount of time given to new mothers to recuperate 

was, however, flexible and subject to the opinion of the master. Maternal leave could be 

shortened if the health of both mother and child appeared secure, but on Houmas Plantation in 

neighboring Ascension Parish, new mothers were occasionally allowed more than a month if 

necessary. One enslaved woman named Louisa bore a child on 7 January 1853, and did not return 

to the fields until 1 March, most likely because of complications. Confinement periods were no 

holiday, however, as it was not uncommon for new mothers to be required to perform certain 

tasks even during their lying-in time. The sugar plantation that could afford idle slaves, even 

those temporarily incapacitated for field work, was rare indeed. Former bondswoman Ceceil 

George remembered that ―when a woman has a baby — if she can‘t go to the field — when de 

baby is nine days old she has to sit and sew.‖ A local sugar planter admitted to agriculturalist 

Solon Robinson in 1849 that all of the clothing on his sugar plantation was ―spun and woven 

by . . . mothers, just before and after giving birth to children.‖ When they did finally return to the 

fields, new mothers were temporarily assigned to a so-called ―sucklers gang‖, and eased back into 

the regimentation of cane cultivation with relatively light work loads, similar to the experiences 

of women in Georgetown District.25  

Unlike their counterparts in the rice country, enslaved women working according to the 

gang labor system lacked the flexibility to be able to return to the quarters to nurse their newborn 

infants, but planters and overseers on the sugar plantations usually granted new mothers explicit 

permission to do so during working hours, as is evident from a number of travelers‘ accounts. 

William Howard Russell observed on a plantation in St. James Parish that new mothers were 

―permitted to go home, at appointed periods in the day to give the infants the breast.‖ Francis and 

and Theresa Pulszky saw ―women suckling their babies‖ during a brief break in the day on a 

plantation elsewhere in the sugar country. And Olmsted likewise reported meeting ―half a dozen 

women, who were going . . . to suckle their children — the overseer‘s bell having been just rung 

(at eleven o‘clock), to call them in from work for that purpose.‖ On this particular plantation new 

mothers were allowed two hours to spend with their babies, but this appears to have been 

uncommon and probably amounted to only an extended midday meal break. On most sugar 

plantations the amount of time allotted to new mothers to nurse their babies was modest at best, 

although slave mothers did sometimes risk punishment to push the limit. Former slave Charlotte 

Brooks told an interviewer in the late nineteenth century that her master ―did not allow me much 

time to stay with my baby when I did go to nurse it. Sometimes I would overstay my time with 

my baby; then I would have to run all the way back to the field.‖ The period for breastfeeding 
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newborns did not last long, either. Infants in St. James were weaned relatively early and put on a 

diet of ―pot liquor and mush and molasses,‖ according to the daughter of one planter. As Richard 

Follett has argued, such practices may have simply been the result of sugar planters putting the 

pressing demands of cane cultivation above the needs of newborn infants, but planters also may 

have intentionally sought to trigger ―an early return to normal luteal function and ovulation‖ — in 

other words, to induce shorter birth intervals and thereby maximize the reproductive potential of 

their enslaved labor force.26  

 Despite their need for labor over leave, sugar planters had good reason to want to provide 

basic care to new mothers and their infants, as most local plantations struggled with a severe 

shortage of children and an insatiable demand for labor, making each new birth a valuable 

financial asset. Indeed, in 1850 slave deaths exceeded births by 28 percent in St. James Parish. 

Historian Michael Tadman has argued that factors such as high infant mortality due to disease 

and excessive labor among pregnant women, combined with a severe sexual imbalance (as will 

be shown in chapter five), contributed to the unusually low number of children on sugar 

plantations. Ira Berlin calculated that the fertility rate of enslaved women in St. James in 1850 

was a meager .54 (or .54 children under the age of five for every enslaved woman between the 

ages of fifteen and forty). This was 40 percent lower than the fertility rate in the cotton regions. 

The scant number of children listed in numerous local slave inventories seems to corroborate 

these findings. Only twenty-nine children of all ages appeared in the 1860 slave inventory of W. 

P. Welham‘s plantation in St. James Parish, for example, despite some thirty-two resident slave 

women of childbearing age — and three of these children were classified as orphans. Samuel 

Fagot‘s plantation contained only thirty-four children under ten years of age in 1855, despite 

having forty-four resident women of childbearing age. High child mortality rates and below-

average fertility did not go unnoticed by visitors to the region. Philo Tower reported that the work 

of women was ―so hard, that very few children are raised on the sugar . . . plantations; and if they 

are alive at birth, they grow up feeble and puny, and. . . very few become men and women.‖ 

British traveler Thomas Hamilton opined that ―the cultivation of sugar in Louisiana . . . is carried 

on at an enormous expense of human life.‖27  

Progressive sugar planters were thus keen to prevent unnecessary infant deaths on their 

plantations, but in this they were not always successful. On the frequent occasion that an infant 

did die, slaveholders often unleashed their frustration by accusing slave mothers of improper care. 

Valcour Aime recorded that the death of one baby named Washington in 1839 was due to ―bad 

nursing by his mother.‖ The death of another six-month-old was attributed to its ―mother [being] 

too dumb to raise it.‖ Other new mothers were accused of dropping their infants and smothering 
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them in their sleep. Olmsted noticed a similar attitude of anxiety and distrust toward slave 

mothers during his visit to a sugar plantation. Meeting a group of new mothers as they returned 

home from the fields to nurse their babies, his planter-host asked the women, ―The children all 

well?‖ When the answer came that all were well except for the child of one Sukey, the planter 

became irritated. ―Sukey‘s? What, isn‘t that well yet?. . . But it‘s getting well, is it not?‖ If the 

mother was not the culprit, then diseases and complications surely were. Aime recorded 

numerous infant deaths due to teething, fevers, spasms, pleurisy, cholera, and whooping cough.28 

At the end of their lying-in period, enslaved women had little choice but to leave their 

newborn infants behind as they were summoned back to the cane fields. As in Fairfax County and 

Georgetown District, thus, child rearing was primarily a shared responsibility on the sugar 

plantations of St. James Parish. Indeed, long and arduous work days even conspired to make 

enslaved parents there more dependent on others to supervise and raise their children then 

perhaps anywhere else in the slave South. Yet the nature of shared child rearing on the sugar 

plantations combined features found in both northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina. As 

in Georgetown District, the relatively large size of many slaveholdings in St. James Parish often 

provided plantations with at least a handful of resident elderly women who could look after the 

children while their parents were in the fields. However, the percentage of enslaved children who 

lived on such estates did not approach that reached on the rice plantations in Georgetown District. 

The census returns for 1840 show that in St. James Parish only about 36.5 percent of slave 

children lived on holdings which contained elderly women who could have cared for them during 

working hours. When the figures are adjusted to exclude holdings with less than five children 

(which were probably not farms or plantations but households with domestic servants), however, 

the percentage rises to 55 percent. This is compared to 89 percent in Georgetown District, but 34 

percent in Fairfax County.29  

In fact, the slave population of St. James Parish was overall quite young, mainly because 

southern Louisiana was still a developing slave society. The mass importation of able-bodied 

slave laborers only began to take shape in the opening decades of the nineteenth century, and both 

new and established plantations continued to be regularly injected with young imports from the 

eastern states as late as the Civil War. Therefore, most of the enslaved men and women of the 

―migration generation‖ who were brought to the parish to toil on the sugar plantations were not 

yet past their prime in 1840. High mortality rates, as suggested by Tadman and others, 

exacerbated the situation. Census returns indicate that in the 1850s, some 27 percent of slaves 

between the ages of 40 and 49 died before their fiftieth birthday. Fully half of slaves aged 50-59 

died before their sixtieth birthday. Valcour Aime recorded the deaths of numerous adult slaves on 
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his plantation, most of whom fell victim to cholera, fevers, dropsy, consumption, and aneurisms. 

Pam Drake expressed revulsion during her tour through the sugar country at the admission ―by 

slaveholders themselves, that of a hundred young men, taken from Kentucky and Virginia, and 

put on plantations in Louisiana . . . seven years will be the average of their lives.‖ This was surely 

a gross exaggeration, but in any case a number of relatively large sugar plantations in St. James 

Parish contained no elderly slaves. In 1840, George Mather‘s plantation contained 115 slaves, not 

one of whom was older than fifty-four. R. Bell‘s estate counted 136 slaves — again, all under 

fifty-five. For purposes of childcare, this was clearly not an advantageous situation for enslaved 

parents, although in some cases women younger than fifty-five were put in charge of caring for 

the children. On W. P. Welham‘s plantation, a forty-six-year-old woman named Fanny, who had 

a ―sore leg‖ and was thus incapacitated for field work, was made a children‘s nurse.30  

Eager to provide adequate childcare facilities to protect valuable future additions to their 

enslaved labor forces, most of the larger sugar planters in St. James Parish built nurseries on their 

estates where slave children were dropped off every morning at dawn and picked up again at 

night when their mothers and fathers returned from the fields, as was the case in Georgetown 

District. These nurseries were commented upon by visitors, residents and former slaves alike. A 

guest at one local plantation in 1852 reported that the children on the estate were kept in ―a 

nursery fifty feet square‖ and looked after by ―four nurses‖ during the day. Traveler Joseph Holt 

Ingraham observed on one plantation ―troops of little ebony urchins . . . all too young to work in 

the field, at their play — under the charge of an old, crippled gouvernante, who, being past ‗field 

service,‘ was thus promoted in the ‗home department.‘‖ Eliza Ripley, the daughter of a local 

sugar planter, recalled in her memoirs that on her plantation there was ―a day nursery for the 

babies, under the charge of a granny . . . there the babies were deposited in cribs all day while 

their mothers were at work in the fields.‖ William Howard Russell found that in St. James Parish, 

―those who are mothers leave their children in charge of certain old women, unfit for anything 

else.‖ And former bondswomen Francis Doby and Rebecca Fletcher also told interviewers that 

there were nurseries on their plantations. Doby claimed that ―de old women — too old to work 

and too old to make de babies — dey stay and mind de young children so dat de ma can all work 

in de fields.‖ Fletcher recalled that during the day ―the children were left behind. An old woman 

had the care of ‘em, and it was in a big kitchen where she cooked and fed ‘em.‖31  

As in Georgetown District, these nurses were usually related to at least some of the 

children under their care, affording some elderly women the opportunity to play an important role 

in socializing their young kin and passing on valuable life skills. One ex-slave named Melinda 

remembered that she remained in the nursery ―with my grandma from sunrise to sunset. So it is 
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that I was very fond of her and learned many useful things, for she knew the value of herbs and 

how to prepare remedies for almost every evil.‖ The elderly thus played a vital role in child 

rearing on such sugar plantations, both as caretakers and as teachers, as they passed on their 

knowledge to the young children under their supervision. In some cases the children‘s nurses 

were even assisted by elderly men, doubtless the grandfathers or granduncles of some of the 

children in the nursery. Francis Doby claimed that on her plantation, a man who was too old to 

work in the fields and of whom the children were especially fond would frequently visit the 

nursery and amuse them by teaching them to drum and dance. To those children who were not 

blood related, elderly caretakers often served as fictive kin. Doby, who was sold away from her 

real grandmother as a small child, called the nurse who looked after her on her new plantation 

―Grandma.‖32 

 On slaveholdings which did not contain any elderly women who could look after the 

children while their parents were in the fields, alternatives had to be found, not unlike the 

experiences of enslaved parents living on the small farms of northern Virginia. In St. James 

Parish women younger than fifty-five who were incapacitated for field work were sometimes 

made children‘s nurses, as was the case on Welham‘s plantation. Charlotte Brooks, however, 

claimed that ―sometimes old mistress would have some one to mind [the children] till they got so 

they could walk, but after that they would have to paddle for themselves.‖ The testimony of 

Daffney Johnson, a former bondswoman, reveals that young girls were also often put in charge of 

supervising the younger children. Her first occupation as an adolescent was ―to mind the 

children,‖ she told interviewers. Occasionally, it appears that small children were loosely 

supervised by the slave cooks who prepared the midday meals for the field hands. Francis and 

Theresa Pulszky visited the kitchen of one slave village while the cooks were busily preparing 

dishes of pork with rice and vegetables for the hands. There they observed a ―host of little black 

imps hovered around the kitchen, eating their hot corn bread. They were very dirty, and appeared 

to delight as much in mud as any gipsy.‖33 

 Even if many enslaved children in St. James Parish appear to have been well supervised 

during the day, their mothers and fathers were deprived of spending much time with them by 

extremely long and physically exhausting work days in the cane fields. During the grinding 

season, when eighteen-hour days were expected of able-bodied slaves, enslaved parents had 

virtually no time at all to spend with their young children. On the sugar plantations of St. James 

Parish, thus, shared child rearing took on its most extreme form in the slave South. Visitor E. S. 

Abdy pitied the enslaved mothers on the sugar plantations which he visited, as they were 

―prohibited from seeing [their infants] till their return at night.‖ The testimonies of former slaves 
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confirm Abdy‘s observations. Francis Doby‘s experience was that the nurses ―feed [the children] 

and all so when dey ma come back, all dey got to do is to push dem in de bed, all of dem in de 

same bed.‖ Elizabeth Ross Hite told interviewers that the ―mothers did not have time to take care 

[of their children]‖ on her plantation. Hunton Love recalled that ―when [the] day‘s work was over, 

we was too tired to do anything but go to sleep.‖ The lack of time and energy that mothers and 

fathers had to contribute to child rearing was the source of much frustration in the sugar country. 

Indeed, an aversion among enslaved women to letting others raise their children may partly 

explain why, once they were emancipated, they refused to leave their children behind for elderly 

women or anyone else to look after. According to Rebecca Fletcher, ―the children were left 

behind . . . in slavery times. After Freedom when the mothers worked for theyselves, they took 

the babies along to the fields, and put a piece of fat meat in a cloth and tied it round like a tit. 

They put a string to it and fastened it to the big toe, so‘s if they tried to swaller it their toe would 

jerk it out.‖34 

For most children past infancy, weekdays were spent fishing and playing marbles or other 

games while their parents were in the fields. Children living on the sugar plantations of St. James 

Parish were rarely required to perform regular field work until a relatively late age, much like 

children in the rice country. The reasons were the same as in Georgetown District: the physically 

demanding nature of cane cultivation convinced most planters that they had little use for children 

in the fields, and considering the appalling mortality rates in the region most believed that it was 

better to leave them in the quarters until they were strong enough to wield a hoe.  Elizabeth Ross 

Hite said that her master ―didn‘t want no children to work. He used to say all de time, ‗Don‘t let 

dem little darkies work. It might hurt dem, and dere is enough of dem older darkies on dis farm 

for work.‘‖ On W. P. Welham‘s plantation in 1860 the youngest field hand was fourteen years old. 

William Howard Russell was ―glad to see the boys and girls of nine, ten, and eleven years of age 

[on the plantation] exempted from the cruel fate which befalls poor children of their age in the 

mining and manufacturing districts of England.‖ On another plantation he observed that of the 

children left behind in the quarters each day, ―some [were] twelve and some even fourteen years 

of age.‖35  

However, this did not mean that children were completely exempt from labor on the 

sugar plantations. Light tasks were expected of them during especially labor-intensive periods 

such as the grinding season, as was the case in northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina. 

Steven Duncan, a former slave, said that his first taste of plantation work came when he was six 

years old, when he was made to carry meals to the mechanics in the sugar house during the 

grinding season. Young boys were also sometimes stationed at the mill to keep it free of tangled 
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stalks. Ex-slave Ceceil George recalled that during the cane-cutting season on her plantation, 

children were required to help carry the stalks to the sugar house: ―If you could only carry two or 

three sugar cane [stalks], you worked.‖ Other planters began to ―break their slaves in‖ between 

the ages of eight and ten, as they gradually assigned enslaved children an increasing number of 

responsibilities in the fields. Fred Brown told interviewers, ―When I‘se about 8 years old, or sich, 

dey starts me to helpin‘ in de yard and as I grows older I helps in de fields.‖ Edward De Buiew 

remembered ―the first work I ever done is to carry water to de fields.‖ He also recalled sitting 

―out in de corn patches and mind de crows out of de corn.‖ In practice, such tasks in the fields 

and sugar house may have provided children with opportunities to briefly spend time or even 

work with family members during the day, although specific evidence is lacking.36  

As in Fairfax County, some slave children were singled out to perform domestic tasks in 

the house of the white family until they were old enough to be put to useful labor in the cane 

fields. Many assisted the domestic servants with the cooking or washing. Joseph Holt Ingraham 

observed on one plantation a group of children ―conveying water from a spring to the wash-house, 

in vessels adroitly balanced upon their heads.‖ Others were made personal servants to the white 

family and their guests. Thomas Hamilton, a guest on one sugar plantation, was waited on by a 

―very nice-looking black boy, who, after setting down my candle and adjusting the pillows of the 

bed, still remained standing right opposite to me when I began to undress.‖ Daffney Johnson, 

enslaved on a sugar plantation, told interviewers that she ―worked around de house a long time 

fore de boss put me in de sugar cane fields.‖ Melinda, likewise a former bondswoman, recalled 

that when she was eight years old, ―dey took me in de house wid de white folks. [They] made me 

some pretty gingham dresses and told me I had to tend to Miss Dee-Dee, de youngest daughter of 

Madame Charles de Villere.‖ Francis and Theresa Pulszky observed during a visit to one 

plantation that ―the little colored girls are treated like dolls; the young ladies in the house amuse 

themselves by dressing and adorning them.‖37 

Once slaves were put to regular gang work in the fields, usually by the age of fourteen, 

they were often confronted with a sexual division of labor, much like their counterparts in 

Virginia and South Carolina. Gang labor on the sugar plantations closely resembled assembly line 

production, and its application as such favored a strict division of labor according to ability, 

which most planters interpreted to mean sex. Therefore, the extent to which slaves in St. James 

Parish may or may not have been permitted to work in family groups must be viewed from the 

perspective of periodic gender segregation in the work place.  

Plow gangs in the cane fields, as in Georgetown District and Fairfax County, consisted 

almost exclusively of men. William Howard Russell noticed ―one gang of men, with twenty 
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mules and ploughs . . . engaged in running through the furrows between the canes.‖ Hoe gangs 

often consisted of both men and women. Valcour Aime recorded on 3 June 1850: ―Employing the 

whole gang of laborers at the hoe.‖ However, even these gangs were occasionally segregated by 

sex. On Governor Roman‘s plantation, a ―gang consisting of forty men . . . were hoeing out the 

grass in the Indian corn. [Another] gang, of thirty-six women, were engaged in hoeing out cane.‖ 

During the harvest season men often performed the cane-cutting, while women (and children) 

gathered the stalks and transported them to the sugar house. For the myriad of other tasks 

performed on the sugar plantations, slaves were likewise divided into sex-segregated gangs. 

Octave Colomb recorded in his plantation journal in February of 1850: ―Men in ditches. Women 

clearing new ground.‖ Aime repeatedly sent female gangs to clean and dig canals, work on the 

levee, cut weeds and hay, gather corn, and even repair roads. Male gangs chopped and hauled 

wood, dug ditches, and cut hay. Men also dominated virtually all of the skilled positions on the 

sugar plantations, from blacksmithing to sugar-boiling. Evidence does not indicate whether or not 

slaves were permitted to work alongside their immediate family members during their time for 

the master, but if they did then they usually worked with family members of the same sex.38    

In sum, enslaved families living on the sugar plantations of St. James Parish generally 

lacked much flexibility and faced formidable boundaries which prevented family contact during 

the working day. Long hours, especially during the grinding season, forced parents into a position 

of extreme dependence on shared childrearing while they toiled in the fields. On the larger 

plantations at least, childcare was well organized and children were looked after by elderly nurses. 

However, many new plantations were still relatively small and lacked sufficient unproductive 

slaves to fulfill the role of children‘s nurse, forcing parents to rely on young girls or white 

mistresses to look after their children from sunup to sundown. Permission was generally granted 

by slaveholders and overseers for new mothers to quickly nurse their babies at appointed intervals 

(in order to combat appalling child mortality rates), but evidence suggests that many women were 

not granted sufficient time to do so, as the pressing duties of cane cultivation could not wait. In 

the workplace the sexual division of labor employed on sugar plantations systematically 

segregated slave families by gender. And unlike slaves in Georgetown District, enslaved field 

hands in St. James Parish lacked the flexibility to cross gender lines during their time for the 

master.  
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Conclusion 

 

The nature of work in the slave South limited the amount of time which enslaved people had to 

spend with their family members during working hours. However, the specific demands of local 

cash crop cultivation resulted in different experiences for enslaved families across space, 

resulting in a variety of boundaries and opportunities for slaves in different slave societies.  

While child rearing was everywhere to some extent a shared responsibility within slave 

communities, its most extreme forms appeared in northern Virginia and southern Louisiana, 

where enslaved parents were kept in the fields from sunup to sundown and deprived of valuable 

bonding time with their children. Only on the rice plantations of Georgetown District, where task 

work prevailed, were enslaved mothers afforded the opportunity to limit their dependence on 

substitute childrearers to the morning hours and early afternoons. They were also granted more 

flexibility to return to their small children during the day to nurse them, and the size of 

slaveholdings in the region afforded them the opportunity to place their children under the care of 

elderly women whose sole responsibility was to take care of the youngsters. This was not always 

the case in Fairfax County or St. James Parish, although in the latter county nurseries were often 

available and new mothers were usually granted brief visits to their infant children in order to 

nurse them.  

Out in the fields, enslaved families in each of the three regions faced a division of labor 

which segregated men and women in the work place. This strengthened bonds within families 

along gender lines, as family members of the same sex tended to come to each other‘s aid while 

working for the master. In Fairfax County, male and female family members often worked in 

close proximity, even if they performed different tasks, and as the antebellum period wore on 

many labor forces became too small to prevent at least some family members from working 

together. Again, on the rice plantations enslaved men and women were afforded the best 

opportunities to systematically cross gender lines when helping their family members to finish 

their tasks — opportunities which they readily seized. As the following chapter will show, the 

unusual flexibility which characterized enslaved people‘s work in the Carolina lowcountry 

extended into the development of family economies in their free time as well. 
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Chapter Four 

Family-Based Internal Economies 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Contrary to free labor, the work which enslaved people performed for their master was exacted by 

coercion or the threat of coercion, and as a rule did not constitute a struggle for sustenance or the 

improvement of their families‘ material conditions. Slaves‘ extreme dependence on their masters 

for shelter, clothing, and food — all of which were provided in standardized rations, regardless of 

how much individual slaves actually produced — theoretically placed them outside the realm of 

the daily struggle which characterizes free labor. This arrangement may have eliminated the 

threat of homelessness and starvation, yet it nevertheless proved to be a psychologically and 

physically difficult situation for slaves, most of whom desired the satisfaction and pride of 

providing for their own families. Moreover, enslaved people were deprived of opportunities to 

make choices concerning their material conditions, which were instead decided by profit-minded 

slaveholders who were seldom inclined to spend too much money on goods for their bondspeople. 

In general, luxuries were few, living quarters were crude if functional, and food rations lacked 

variety and frequently failed to satisfy the appetite of every man and woman.  

In their own time, however, slaves did utilize a number of strategies to supplement their 

rations, acquire material luxuries, and make their lives more comfortable. Indeed, many slave 

families throughout the South engaged in what scholars have often termed ―independent 
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production,‖ developing limited, in some cases even extensive, family-based economies during 

their free time. Activities such as cultivating family garden plots, hunting, fishing, or voluntarily 

hiring out their labor in exchange for cash may not have constituted a struggle for physical 

survival, but they did provide slave families with opportunities to work together as economic 

units and enjoy the fruits of their own labor, thereby strengthening family ties and enriching the 

family diet. According to some historians such economies also allowed slaves to carve for 

themselves a ―niche of autonomy‖, which nourished their desire for independence and even 

stimulated ―proto-peasant‖ behavior — as slaves, like peasants, made their own decisions about 

what and how much to grow, and how to dispose of their marketable products.1 

Slaves in the Caribbean, where family-based economies were most developed, may have 

indeed demonstrated proto-peasant behavior, but scholars of the antebellum South should be 

careful not to treat enslaved people‘s formal work (their work for the master) and informal work 

(their work for themselves) as two separate work systems. The term ―internal production‖ is 

perhaps more accurate than ―independent production‖ in describing enslaved people‘s private 

economic activities, since these economies clearly did not develop outside of the institution of 

slavery, or despite it, but rather within its very walls and as part and parcel of its structure. As 

this chapter will show, family-based internal economies were inextricably interwoven with the 

broader demands of slave-based agriculture and especially with such factors as work patterns and 

master-sponsored labor incentives, giving slaveholders the ultimate say — both directly and 

indirectly — in slave families‘ opportunities to acquire small luxuries.2 The institution of slavery 

did not disappear when the day‘s work for the master was over, but rather extended its reach far 

into slave families‘ private time as well, drawing formidable boundaries but sometimes also 

creating limited opportunities for enslaved people to improve their material conditions and 

reassert their dignity in bondage.  

How elastic or impenetrable these boundaries were, and what kinds of opportunities were 

created within their respective regions, depended in large part upon the nature of commercial 

agriculture in the particular communities in which slaves lived. How did the demands for 

cultivating local cash crops and the nature of regional agriculture affect the development of 

family-based internal economies among the various slave populations? And what does this tell us 

about the ―autonomy‖ of such economies? The answers to these questions will be further 

examined in this chapter. 
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Arrested Development:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

When Edward Dicey, a British journalist, passed through Fairfax County soon after the outbreak 

of the Civil War, he found the enslaved population there living under what appeared to be abject 

poverty. In his journal he jotted down that local bondspeople were ―miserably clothed, footsore 

and weary.‖ Encountering a group of runaways, he and his men offered them some white bread, 

upon which one of the fugitives remarked, ―Massa never gave us food like that.‖ Dicey later 

recalled, ―Anything more helpless or wretched . . . I never saw.‖ Material conditions for slaves in 

northern Virginia may have left much to be desired in the first place, but the situation was 

doubtless exacerbated by a general underdevelopment of family-based internal economies. 

Working from sunup to sundown, men and women in bondage had little time off during which 

they could try to supplement their rations or acquire small luxuries by cultivating family garden 

plots, hunting, fishing or voluntarily hiring out their labor in exchange for cash. Not only were 

enslaved people‘s standard work patterns detrimental to families‘ material conditions in Fairfax 

County, however, but the general economic decline in local agriculture dealt them an additional 

blow by saddling the diminishing slave population with even heavier work loads, limiting 

opportunities to develop highly skilled trades, and convincing slaveowners to curb internal 

production, often at the cost of traditional privileges to work for themselves in their free time.3  

Opportunities for local slaves to voluntarily hire out their labor in exchange for cash were 

severely circumscribed. A majority of the skilled artisans in the region — those in the best 

position to hire out their services in their free time — lived not on farms, but in towns such as 

Alexandria, Fairfax or Centreville. In the countryside, where most enslaved people lived, the 

diversification of agriculture produced workers who could perform a wide variety of jobs on the 

farm, but few were artisans. Only some of the larger slaveholdings in the county contained a 

handful of craftsmen who were able to occasionally profit from their trades, especially in the 

early decades of the nineteenth century. An estate inventory taken upon the death of slaveholder 

B. R. Davis in 1823, for example, listed four blacksmiths out of seventy slaves. General Thomson 

Mason owned about sixty slaves in 1810, including ―his weaver, his blacksmith, his carpenter, 

[and] his shoemaker.‖ Some of these slaves were probably able to occasionally profit from their 

skills by producing for external clients. As the antebellum period progressed and the number of 

large slaveholdings declined, however, the number of skilled slaves living in the countryside 

dwindled. Those who remained were often forcibly hired out by the year in urban areas, where 

they could make their masters more money.4  
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A vast majority of slaves looking to perform paid overwork were ordinary farm hands 

whose best options consisted of odd jobs and day labor. In some instances, local slaves were 

called upon by their masters to perform extra work for cash after sundown. Former bondsman 

Austin Steward claimed that on his plantation enslaved men ―were occasionally permitted to earn 

a little money after their day‘s toil was done.‖ Others sought to voluntarily hire out their services 

to local farmers during their limited free time; in other words, on Sundays, pending their master‘s 

permission. This avenue was primarily open to enslaved men. Ever motivated to improve their 

own and their families‘ material conditions, some men — especially young men — certainly 

seized the opportunity whenever it presented itself. One northern Virginia slave named Silas 

Jackson, for example, recalled that ―when we could get work, or work on somebody else‘s place, 

we got a pass from the overseer to go off the plantation, but to be back by nine o‘clock . . . 

Sometimes we could earn as much as fifty cents a day, which we used to buy cakes, candles and 

clothes.‖5  

Such work was hardly regular, however, and opportunities to perform paid overwork 

were usually limited to certain labor-intensive periods such as the planting and harvest seasons. 

Former slave George Jackson claimed that during the rest of the year on his plantation the men 

―would sit around‖ most Sundays, apparently resting and socializing, but not working. Solon 

Robinson, who visited Mount Vernon on one particular Sunday afternoon in June of 1849, 

observed a number of ―lazy negroes listlessly hanging about,‖ obviously none of whom were 

performing paid work. During slack periods in December and January some slaves were 

permitted to perform day labor during the week if they could be missed. Frank Bell remembered 

that his master used to ―hire out his slaves in slack times to cut timber an‘ build barns or fences‖ 

— but in this case, the decision to hire out his slaves‘ labor was initiated by Bell‘s master; it is 

therefore highly unlikely that any of these men were permitted to keep any of their earnings.6  

Even those who did earn extra money accumulated relatively little, as time was limited 

and opportunities were few and far between. Despite claims by one local historian that ―many 

slaves bought their liberty with money they earned while hiring their own time,‖ little evidence 

suggests that resident field hands earned enough money to purchase their own freedom, nor that 

their numbers were great. Indeed, the Fairfax County Deed Books mention only two cases of 

slaves who managed to save enough money to buy themselves out of bondage. In 1824 one slave 

woman named Abbey bought her freedom for the token sum of $40, which she earned by her 

―services‖ to her master. In reality she was probably elderly or otherwise unfit for productive 

labor, as the deed also mentions that Abbey must ―account and do for herself‖ from that day 

forward, making it sound as if her master simply wanted to be rid of her. In 1841, local bondsman 
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Amos Nickens bought his freedom from his master, one John McDonald, for $200. Virtually all 

other slaves who obtained their freedom legally were manumitted by the deeds or wills of their 

masters, or bought and freed by their free black spouses. Although in Virginia manumission 

depended on a number of complicated legal factors, few local enslaved people would have had 

access to the sum which Nickens paid for his freedom. Local slaves who did manage to earn extra 

cash were usually forcibly hired out by the year and permitted to keep a small portion of their 

earnings, most likely including Amos Nickens himself.7  

Local family structures may have further discouraged married slave men from hiring out 

their labor on Sundays. Although slave family structure is not the primary focus of this chapter, 

but rather of chapter six, its significance to the nature of slave family economies deserves brief 

mention here. The dwindling size of agricultural units throughout the antebellum period in 

Fairfax County and elsewhere in northern Virginia made it, in the words of Ira Berlin, 

―increasingly difficult for slaves to find partners on the same estate and for parents and their 

children to share a residence.‖ As a result, most slave family households in the region took the 

form of resident women and children and absent men — the men traveling to visit their families 

on their days off. Under such circumstances it is plausible that enslaved men preferred to visit 

their wives and children on the weekend rather than hire out their labor for cash. Former slave 

George Jackson recalled that on ―Saturday night those [enslaved men] dat hed wives would go to 

see them,‖ usually returning Monday morning for work in the fields. He did not mention that any 

performed paid overwork.8 

Instead of hiring out their labor in exchange for cash on Sundays, enslaved men in 

northern Virginia chose alternative ways of supplementing their families‘ diet which required less 

time and energy, and did not cost them valuable family time. In the evenings after their work for 

the master had been completed, many enslaved men procured what meat they could from the 

woods and creeks, trapping rabbits, opossum, and other small game. One enslaved field hand 

living near Alexandria told a traveler that his master issued his slaves only cornmeal, and that 

―for fifteen months [I] did not put a morsel of any meat in my mouth, but the flesh of a possum or 

a racoon that I killed in the woods.‖ More frequently, perhaps, enslaved men fished in the 

Potomac River or one of the many creeks in the county. Indeed, most of the old tobacco 

plantations had been expressly built on or near waterways in order to provide for easy shipping, 

providing ample opportunities for slaves to fish at night. One visitor to Fairfax County observed 

on the Potomac ―one or two negroes stationed at the bottom of the precipice on a point of a reef, 

fish[ing] for shad, with nets attached as a sack at the end of a pole. I watched them for a half hour 
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dipping and retrieving their nets but always without success.‖ Fish, rabbits and opossum could be 

consumed by the family or sold for cash.9 

Cross-plantation marriages, combined with long workdays, also adversely affected the 

division of labor within slave families‘ internal economies, especially as they related to family 

garden cultivation. Working a family garden plot in the antebellum South was a collective 

responsibility. However, with husbands and fathers increasingly absent from most slave family 

households during the week, such domestic duties as maintaining family garden plots fell to 

women, who already had enough to do. Local slave women not only worked in their master‘s 

fields, of course, but they were also burdened with the domestic responsibilities of their own 

families. Former slave Francis Henderson claimed that early in the morning and late at night, 

when they weren‘t working for the master, enslaved women on his farm had time for little else 

besides cooking or tidying up the house, which was always ―dirty and muddy‖ because they 

―were but log huts — the tops partly open . . . [where the] rain would come through.‖ Henderson 

also recalled that slaves on his farm often had to share cooking fires with others, causing fatigued 

women to have to wait in line ―before [they] could get to the fire to bake hoe cakes.‖ Optimal 

cultivation of the family garden plot may not have been an enslaved woman‘s first priority in a 

region where most of her ―leisure time‖ was tied up in more pressing duties, such as child rearing, 

washing, cleaning, sewing and cooking — all either after sundown during the week or on 

Sundays while her husband was visiting. Historian Larry Hudson has found that slave families 

with few resident able-bodied members often failed to accumulate substantial amounts of 

property in the American South. In Fairfax County, enslaved women who lived alone with small 

children most likely had little time or energy at night or on Sundays to plant and cultivate a 

productive garden. As a result, family garden plots may have been neglected or at least not 

cultivated to their maximum potential. Keeping poultry may have been an easy way of raising 

extra food for those with little time or energy, but sources do not indicate how widespread this 

practice was in Fairfax County or to what extent it was allowed.10 

 In fact, access to family garden plots at all seems to have been limited among enslaved 

people in northern Virginia. Visitors to the region who were quick to comment on the existence 

of slaves‘ garden plots in other parts of the antebellum South curiously omitted any mention of 

their existence in Fairfax County. Some antebellum visitors to nearby Alexandria mentioned the 

presence of African Americans at urban places of market, an indication that perhaps local 

enslaved people were permitted to sell their own produce on the weekends. Frederick Law 

Olmsted, for instance, remarked that ―the majority of the people [at the Alexandria market] were 

negroes,‖ adding that one could purchase from them any number of products, including ―a peck 
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of potatoes, three bunches of carrots, two cabbages, six eggs and a chicken.‖ Traveler Robert 

Sutcliffe likewise reported that Alexandria teemed with slaves from the country selling ―fruit, 

vegetables, &c.‖ However, such testimonies can be misleading. First, it is unclear whether these 

were in fact enslaved blacks or free blacks, as Alexandria had a sizeable free black population in 

the antebellum period. Moreover, some of the enslaved people from the country at local markets 

may not have been selling their own produce, but that of their masters. Mixed farming in the 

region encouraged some slaveholders to try to raise extra cash by occasionally sending one or two 

of their slaves to Alexandria to sell produce grown on the farm. This explanation seems more 

viable when one considers that these African Americans were observed selling their produce out 

of ―rickety carts, drawn by . . . oxen and horses.‖ It is doubtful that any but the most privileged 

slaves would have been granted permission to borrow carts, oxen or horses from their masters in 

order to sell their own produce in Alexandria. Robert Sutcliffe spoke to a slaveholder living near 

Washington who regularly sent the driver of his farm to town with a ―wagon laden with various 

kinds of produce, the sale of which he entrusts to this black man; also the care of bringing home 

the money; by which means it frequently happens that large sums of money pass through his 

hands.‖ Olmsted heard a similar story from a local man: 

 

Mr. F said that an old negro woman once came to [him] with a single large turkey, 

which she pressed him to buy. Struck with her fatigued appearance, he made some 

inquiries of her, and ascertained that she had been several days coming, had travelled 

mainly on foot, and had brought the turkey and nothing else with her. ‗Ole massa had to 

raise some money somehow, and he could not sell anything else, so he tole me to catch 

the big gobbler, and tote um down to Washington and see wot um would fetch.‘‖11 

 

Little evidence suggests that the privilege of cultivating family garden plots was universal 

or even widespread among enslaved people in Fairfax County. Quite the contrary. George 

Jackson remembered that ―de slaves on our plantation did not own der own garden. Dey ate 

vegetables out of de big garden.‖ James Smith, enslaved in nearby Northern Neck, recalled that 

the only supplement to his family‘s rations came from ―crabbing and fishing,‖ but not gardening. 

One Fairfax County slave named Randolph, who fled to Canada, told interviewers upon arrival 

that he had worked for his master ―without privileges.‖ And a visitor to Mount Vernon around the 

turn of the nineteenth century observed next to one of the slave cabins ―a very small garden 

planted with vegetables‖, and also ―5 or 6 hens‖, but added that the slaves were strictly prohibited 

from keeping ―ducks, geese, or pigs,‖ and that Washington seemed to ―treat his slaves far more 
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humanely than do his fellow citizens of Virginia. Most of these gentlemen give their Blacks only 

bread, water and blows.‖ It appears that in many cases, garden plots were increasingly offered 

only as rewards to particularly hard-working slaves. Historian Brenda Stevenson found that in 

northern Virginia, ―some [slaveholders] let slave families raise their own vegetables,‖ but added, 

―not all . . . slaves, however, had such privileges.‖ Austin Steward, enslaved near the border of 

Prince William and Fairfax at the turn of the nineteenth century, recalled in his autobiography 

that ―some slaves were permitted to cultivate small gardens, and were thereby enabled to provide 

themselves with many trifling conveniences. But these gardens were only given to some of the 

more industrious.‖12  

 Fairfax County slaveholders‘ reluctance to offer all of their slaves family garden plots 

seems to contradict the belief among many planters in other parts of the South that such privileges 

produced healthier, more efficient and less rebellious workers. Indeed, one scholar has calculated 

that around 60 percent of former slaves who were interviewed by the Federal Writers‘ Project 

mentioned having had  access to family garden plots. In Fairfax County, however, a number of 

economic and social factors may have discouraged local slaveholders from employing the ―work 

and garden‖ incentive. First, the nature and profitability of the local slave-based economy proved 

in some ways incompatible with gardening privileges. Second, social realities in the devolving 

slave society appear to have induced slaveholders to tighten their controls against slaves‘ internal 

production.13 

 One possible economic factor which may have played an important role in this respect 

was the fear among the relatively small-scale slaveholders of Fairfax County that their field hands 

would save their energy during the day in order to work in their garden plots at night, a situation 

which they clearly could not afford considering their limited work forces, waning profit margins 

and outstanding debts. Frederick Law Olmsted found that in those regions of the antebellum 

South where enslaved people were not universally permitted to cultivate garden plots, 

slaveholders were generally afraid that ―the labor expended in this way . . . tempts [slaves] to 

reserve for and to expend in the night-work the strength they want employed in their service 

during the day.‖ One southern agricultural journal warned that slave families who were given 

their own garden plots ―labor at night when they should be at rest.‖14 

 Indeed, when one considers the low productivity of slave labor in local wheat and corn 

cultivation, slaveholders‘ desire to intensify production at the expense of their slaves‘ garden 

privileges becomes more understandable. A rough calculation indicates that even on the relatively 

progressive plantation of Richard Marshall Scott in 1850, the estimated annual net return per 

able-bodied slave (between ten and fifty-five years old) employed in wheat and corn cultivation 
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came to a meager $90.38, or about one-third the average return of enslaved people employed on 

rice plantations, and one-seventh the return of those working on sugar plantations (as will be 

shown).15 Indeed, the loftier annual hiring rates for the county often ranged from $90 to $120 for 

able-bodied hands. In other words, slaveholders could sometimes earn more by hiring out their 

slaves by the year than by employing them in wheat and corn cultivation, which must account for 

the unusual prevalence of long-term hiring in the region. The slaves owned by many of Scott‘s 

neighbors were even less productive, however. One local man was of the opinion that slaves in 

northern Virginia ―have no value as field-hands‖ whatsoever, because ―the labor performed by 

them is not sufficient to meet the current expenses of the plantations, at least the more ordinary 

ones.‖ Slaveholders knew that their slaves‘ productivity was low, and they certainly would have 

had good reason to fear that if their field hands saved their energy during the day in order to 

cultivate garden plots at night, productivity would decline even more. Besides, custom dictated 

that able-bodied slaves receive full rations regardless of whether or not they produced part of 

their own food (although children and the elderly consistently received less). Most of these 

rations — which consisted of cornmeal, supplemented with bacon or herring, and some 

vegetables — were produced in abundance on the farm anyway. Keeping in mind the inherent 

haste and seasonal time constraints involved in cultivating alternating cash crops, it appears that 

local slaveholders preferred to maximize their slaves‘ efforts in the fields, rather than risk a 

slowdown by granting them evening garden privileges.16  

This may explain why many of those who were permitted to cultivate garden plots were 

either elderly enslaved people, whose productivity on the farm had long passed its prime and 

whose provisions had been reduced accordingly, or especially industrious slaves, who had proved 

their discipline to the master. At Pohoke plantation the elderly bondsman Dick was given a small 

garden plot by his master after decades of faithful service. He gratefully told a visitor, ―There is 

few masters like the Squire. He has allowed me to . . . take in a patch of land where I can raise 

corn and water Melions. I keep chickens and ducks, turkeys and geese, and his lady always gives 

me the price of the [Alexandria] market for my stock.‖ This made economic sense. As Dick was 

no longer a productive member of the work force — he had been reduced to odd jobs such as 

milking cows and carting firewood — there was no real risk in a slowdown. Allowing Dick the 

privilege of partially feeding himself, moreover, may have eased his master‘s mind about issuing 

a faithful servant less than full rations.17  

Those slaveholders who granted family garden privileges as rewards to especially 

industrious slaves calculated that such enticements would increase productivity among the rest of 

their able-bodied slaves. Dick mentioned that unlike the other slaves on his plantation, he had 
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always done his work ―without ever grumbling,‖ which he no doubt felt made him more 

deserving of gardening privileges. Indeed, it is significant that slaves in northern Virginia viewed 

family gardens as privileges at all. By offering ―privileges,‖ instead of ―customary rights,‖ 

slaveholders maintained control over their slaves‘ internal production by withholding the right to 

either grant garden plots or take them away if productivity began to decline. Contrary to other 

slaveholding regions of the antebellum South, it seems that in Fairfax County family garden plots 

never took the form of a customary right of enslaved people.18 

 While slaveholders certainly acted in their own economic interest when it came to 

managing their human property, social factors may have further induced them to limit the 

development of slave family economies. Indeed, most southern planters — even those who 

allowed their slaves to cultivate family garden plots — felt uneasy about reward systems that 

increased their slaves‘ independence. They were especially reluctant to allow their slaves to act as 

proto-peasants, and many feared that enslaved people‘s possession of ―too much money‖ would 

encourage bad habits (such as drinking and gambling) and disorder, not to mention add to their 

sense of power. Such behavior, they feared, might not only threaten the productivity of southern 

agriculture, but even the very foundations of chattel slavery, a system in which enslaved people 

were legally defined as property and thus theoretically denied the right to accumulate property 

themselves. In other regions of the South, where crops were more profitable and slavery as an 

institution was more tightly woven into the social fabric, slaveholders generally felt less 

threatened by their slaves‘ internal production. Slaveholders in Fairfax County, however, saw 

their social order crumbling. The economy was in decline, slave labor was becoming less 

profitable with each passing year, and the future of slavery seemed uncertain to many. A number 

of manumissions in the early nineteenth-century had bolstered the free black population in nearby 

urban centers, and in the 1830s, following the Nat Turner insurrection in Southampton County, 

some Virginians even began to call for gradual abolition in the state legislature. In this context, 

slave behavior which smacked of independence may have caused nervous slaveholders to tighten 

their controls against internal production and other privileges. Elijah Fletcher, who resided for 

some time on the plantation of Thomson Mason, was told by the overseer that when it came to 

managing the slaves, ―it would not do to indulge them.‖19 

  Ironically, tightened controls did not always work to the slaveholders‘ advantage. With 

few incentives or opportunities to engage in internal production, many enslaved people in Fairfax 

County resorted to theft, seizing their best opportunities to provide for themselves and their 

families. Elijah Fletcher wrote that local men and women in bondage ―have very little to eat‖ and 

that ―they will steal whatever they can get a hold of.‖ Indeed, he opined, ―who can blame the poor 
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degraded objects?‖ One traveler in Fairfax County heard from a worried local that the enslaved 

population had very little access to additional food sources to supplement their weekly rations: 

―Speaking of the general condition of the slaves, he assured me that they were half-starved; to use 

his own words, they had hardly food enough to keep body and soul together. When they rob the 

hen-roost or the pasture field, it is to appease the cravings of hunger.‖ Indeed, one former slave 

from northern Virginia told interviewers that enslaved people on his farm ―would visit the hog-

pen, sheep-pen, and granaries — they were driven to it as a matter of necessity . . . If colored men 

steal, it is because they are brought up to it.‖ He further mentioned that stolen goods could be sold 

to ―poor white men, who live by plundering and stealing . . . paying in money, whiskey, or 

whatever the slaves want.‖ In 1836, the citizens of Fairfax County even petitioned the General 

Assembly of Virginia for a law that would force local peddlers to obtain a license from the county 

court, as such men were usually ―persons not of good fame‖ who were eager to trade with the 

enslaved population for goods ―plundered from our farms.‖20 

 Enslaved people in northern Virginia earned a stubborn reputation as petty thieves which 

paradoxically served as yet another reason for slaveholders to deny them the privilege of 

cultivating family garden plots. Olmsted remarked that many planters suspected that the produce 

obtained from slaves‘ family garden plots could be used to ―cover much plundering of their 

masters‘ crops, and of his live stock.‖ This would have been relatively easy in Fairfax County, 

where agriculture was diversified and a number of foodstuffs were commercially cultivated on 

the farm that could also be produced in slaves‘ gardens. Incidences of ―crop plundering‖ certainly 

occurred elsewhere in the region. One enslaved man living south of Fairfax County recalled that 

on his farm slave families often ―cultivated a few square yards in corn . . . merely as a pretext for 

reaping a large crop.‖ Sometimes, he added, his master ―suspected that he was [being] 

unmercifully robbed‖ by his slaves, and occasionally ―a daring theft would provoke a general 

search throughout the neighborhood.‖ Although a Virginia law from 1798 prohibited enslaved 

people from selling any ―goods, wares or merchandise,‖ a black market in stolen goods thrived 

throughout the state. Thus, the fear of theft and a lack of trust, whether justified or not, may have 

been one of the many factors which encouraged northern Virginia slaveholders to deny their 

slaves the privilege of cultivating family garden plots.21 

 Little free time as a result of long working hours, as well as a lack of labor incentives 

offered by slaveholders, caused slave family economies among field hands in Fairfax County to 

remain underdeveloped throughout the antebellum period, if not quite non-existent. Limited in 

their options by the formidable boundaries with which they were confronted, enslaved young men 

in Fairfax County occasionally seized opportunities to hire out their labor in exchange for cash on 
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Sundays, but they were reluctant to do so if it cut into their family time. They also performed odd 

jobs for cash, and fished and trapped in the evenings after their work for the master had been 

completed. More frequently, however, they stole from their masters in order to provide their 

families with supplemental sources of food and/or cash. If slave families were granted garden 

plots, which was no certainty, their cultivation usually fell to women whose husbands were often 

absent during the week. Responsible for numerous domestic chores in addition to their work for 

the master, enslaved women worked in their families‘ garden plots when they had the time, which 

was not often. As a result, they most likely did not cultivate them to their maximum potential. 

Many slave families were denied garden plots altogether, thwarting opportunities to cultivate 

supplementary vegetables for sale or family consumption. 

 

Providing for their Own Tables:  

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

Very different was the situation on the plantations of the lowcountry. The nature of rice 

cultivation not only afforded hard-working field hands the opportunity to maximize the amount of 

time they could spend with their families, but it also played a significant role in the development 

of slaves‘ family economies in Georgetown District. The task system, combined with crop-

specific labor incentives offered by their masters, provided a powerful stimulus for enslaved 

families on the rice plantations to work for themselves, engage in internal production, accumulate 

property and improve their material conditions. On the lowcountry rice plantations enslaved 

people‘s family economies allowed them to work together and improve their material conditions 

to a degree unparalleled in the antebellum South. 

Whether or not enslaved men chose to voluntarily hire out their labor in exchange for 

cash, most of those who finished their tasks in the early afternoon certainly had the time to do so. 

Moreover, rice plantations contained more skilled artisans — who found themselves in an 

advantageous position with respect to hiring out their labor — than the wheat and corn farms of 

northern Virginia. An 1864 inventory of the estate of Francis M. Weston, for example, listed four 

carpenters, a cooper, and an engineer among the enslaved population. J. Motte Alston‘s plantation 

contained ―carpenters, blacksmiths, coopers, tanners, shoemakers, tailors, bricklayers, etc.‖ These 

men should have easily been able to convert their skills into financial gain. On Robert Allston‘s 

plantations, coopers received additional pay for extra work: twenty-five cents for every barrel 

over and above the daily task of three. Slave carpenters were also especially in demand, and some 
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hired themselves out to perform work on other plantations or around the community as needed. 

All Saints Church on the Waccamaw River was built by hired slave carpenters.  22 

Despite the advantages of task work, however, little evidence suggests that field hands in 

the region resorted to performing much outside day labor in order to earn extra cash for their 

families. This may have been because such opportunities were scarce in Georgetown District, or 

it may be interpreted as a testament to enslaved men‘s commitment to family time or their own 

families‘ production. Indeed, enslaved families on the rice plantations generally preferred to work 

together as collective economic units close to home, rather than hire themselves out individually 

in their free time. In this manner, they integrated valuable family time with cooperative efforts to 

improve their material conditions. They also maximized their internal production, procuring and 

cultivating a number of foodstuffs both for their own consumption and for sale. 

Rather than hire out their labor individually in their spare time, enslaved men in 

Georgetown District often hunted and fished in groups which frequently included fathers and 

sons, brothers, or male members of extended families. J. Motte Alston of Woodbourne wrote that 

after task on his plantation, enslaved men would ―usually go to the sea shore and lay in a supply 

of fish and clams. Large numbers of mullet were caught at night in cast nets, and sacks full 

brought home.‖ William Oliver, a former bondsman, recalled that during slavery men would ―get 

pike out of the lakes‖ for their families to consume. They also hunted in the extensive forests that 

surrounded the slave village. ―Game was all over the woods. Everybody could hunt everybody 

land those days. Hunting was free . . . Wild turkey. Possum. Don‘t bother with no coon much.‖ 

Evidence indicates that some rice planters actually permitted enslaved men to keep firearms with 

which to hunt game. Ben Horry told interviewers of the Federal Writers‘ Project that one 

particular creek in the cypress forests on his plantation was a ―good place for go shoot squirrel. 

Give ‘em name Squirrel Creek.‖ He also recalled shooting birds: ―Rice bird come jest as tick as 

dat. Sometimes a bushel one shot.‖ Planters had good reason to give their slaves guns to shoot 

rice birds during the day because they threatened the crops. But slaves‘ possession of firearms 

was strictly illegal and it is unclear from Horry‘s testimony whether or not bondsmen on his 

plantation were allowed to bring guns home with them in the evenings. (They may have secretly 

hunted squirrels during the day, after all.) In the lowcountry, however, permission for slaves to 

keep guns was certainly not unheard of. Olmsted was astonished to learn that the rice planter with 

whom he stayed on his visit to the Georgia lowcountry ignored the law and allowed his slaves ―to 

possess, and keep in their cabins, guns and ammunition, for their own sport.‖ Georgetown planter 

Plowden Weston, on the other hand, strictly forbade his slaves from keeping ―any gun, powder, 
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or shot,‖ but the fact that he specified this rule so clearly suggests that guns may have been 

permitted by many of his peers.23 

Labor incentives offered by slaveholders played a vital role in stimulating the 

development of slaves‘ family economies. Those who permitted enslaved men to keep firearms 

encouraged them to work hard at their tasks during the day, so as to have time in the evening to 

hunt and by such means supplement the family diet with self-procured meat. By far the most 

attractive labor incentive offered to enslaved people, however, was the privilege of cultivating 

family garden plots. As historian Leslie Schwalm has argued, ―both time and land were the 

crucial building blocks of internal production‖ for enslaved people throughout the Americas.24 In 

antebellum Georgetown District, slaves had both. Unlike slaveholders in Fairfax County, rice 

planters allowed all of their slaves to cultivate family garden plots, and raise poultry and even 

hogs, after their daily tasks had been completed. They could afford to — the productivity of their 

slaves was independent of the number of hours they spent in the fields, so planters had little 

reason to fear a slowdown.25 Indeed, despite the fact that they spent altogether less time in the 

fields than slaves who worked under the gang labor system, the net returns of able-bodied field 

hands in the cultivation of rice were significantly higher than in most other regions. On Joshua 

John Ward‘s plantations in 1850, each able-bodied slave produced an average of six thousand 

pounds of rice, totalling more than $172,000. After expenses, this provided Ward with a net 

return of approximately $243.57 per hand, as opposed to the return of $90.38 per hand on R. M. 

Scott‘s relatively progressive farm in Fairfax County.26  

Since the cultivation of family garden plots did not take away from slaves‘ productivity in 

the rice fields, planters had few qualms about granting this privilege to all of their slaves. Indeed, 

such incentives worked to the planters‘ advantage, as will become clear below. In any case, as 

Larry Hudson has noted, the work and garden system meant that both in practice and in theory,  

―property ownership among antebellum slaves [in the lowcountry] was not restricted to the older, 

skilled, talented men, or the fortunate few who managed to catch the master‘s eye, or those who 

basked in his largesse. Often young, female, and quite ‗ordinary‘ slaves were able to accumulate 

substantial amounts of property.‖27 One lowcountry planter even demanded that his slaves work 

in their garden plots in their spare time: ―All my slaves are to be supplied with sufficient land on 

which [the overseer] will encourage and even compel them to plant and cultivate a crop.‖28 

Responding to this incentive to provide for their own tables and reduce their dependence 

on the master for sustenance, slave families in Georgetown District worked together to cultivate a 

wide variety of agricultural products in their spare time. Numerous sources confirm that slaves 

seized the opportunity to provide for themselves. Henry Brown, a former bondsman, remembered 
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that slave families on his plantation ―had all the vegetables they wanted; they grew them in the 

gardens.‖ William Oliver likewise told interviewers that his family ―had our garden. Different 

bean and collard. Turnip.‖ Travelers to the district commented on the gardens of the slave 

population. One visitor noted that after their work for the master was finished, slave families 

―were at liberty to turn their attention to some little patch of ground, allowed them for their own 

particular use.‖ Adam Hodgson remarked that besides their usual provisions of corn and sweet 

potato, slave families supplemented their diet ―from the produce of their garden, and fish [which] 

they catch in the river.‖ Captain Basil Hall observed that once a field hand had completed his 

daily task, he could ―go home to work at his own piece of ground, or tend his pigs and poultry.‖ 

William Wyndham Malet, who visited Georgetown District in the summer of 1862, recorded that 

―the gardens here produce delicious figs, grapes, and melons, okra (what we call quash in India), 

egg plant, tomata — all in abundance. The negroes have all these in their gardens too.‖ And 

Olmsted reported that on the rice plantation in lowcountry Georgia which he visited, ―each [slave] 

family has a half-acre of land allotted to it, for a garden.‖ On one such plantation he observed 

next to each slave cabin ―a small piece of ground, enclosed with palings, in which are coops of 

fowl, with chickens, hovels for nests, and for sows with a pig,‖ adding that ―a great many fowls 

[were] in the street [and] the negroes‘ swine are allowed to run in the woods, each owner having 

his own distinguished by a peculiar mark.‖  While most planters did not allow their slaves to 

cultivate rice in their garden plots, for fear of ―crop plundering,‖ a few did. Planter David Doar 

claimed that on some estates, each slave family ―was allowed land for a garden, and they could 

also plant rice, if they wished, on outside margins of the river, a privilege which a great many 

availed themselves of, judging by the little fields, which could be seen on the plantations.‖29 

 The work and garden system afforded some slave families in Georgetown District the 

opportunity to achieve a degree of self-sufficiency almost unheard of in the slave South. Former 

bondswoman Hagar Brown recalled that her family grew so many vegetables in their garden plot 

that they were independent of their weekly corn rations, which they instead fed to the chickens: 

―Give you rations. Jess according [to how] many chillun you got. Ma say, ‗Chillun, feed all the 

corn to the fowl.‘ Chillun sing, ‗Papa love he fowl / Papa love he fowl / Three peck a day / Three 

peck a day.‘‖ This was not uncommon. One visitor to antebellum Georgetown District reported 

that slave families were ―often in a condition to sell the corn that is dealt out to them, having 

various means of providing for their own tables.‖30 

In order to maximize internal production, the cooperation of each family member was 

required in tending the family garden plot, hunting, fishing and performing other domestic duties. 

As Hagar Brown‘s testimony makes clear, children were no exception. In her household, she and 
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her brothers and sisters fed the chickens. Other enslaved children were expected to help out in the 

garden or otherwise contribute to the family economy, for example by fishing. British reporter 

William Howard Russell observed one afternoon during his visit to Georgetown District: ―the 

[negro] children of both sexes, scantily clad, were fishing in the canals and stagnant water, 

pulling out horrible little catfish‖, presumably to take home for the family‘s consumption. Fathers 

and sons often hunted and fished together, as mentioned above. Men also assisted their wives in 

cultivating family garden plots and tending to the family‘s hogs and poultry. Enslaved women, 

who were burdened with the responsibility of performing a number of domestic duties, from child 

rearing to weaving to working in the garden, did more than their fair share when it came to 

improving the material conditions of their families. Not only did they cultivate a variety of 

vegetables in their assigned garden plots and tend to their families‘ hogs and poultry, but they 

sometimes succeeded in converting their skills into money or bartered goods for the family. 

Margaret Bryant, a former bondswoman, recalled that her mother used to weave cloth to sell to 

local poor whites: ―Po‘ buckra [white people] come there and buy cloth from my Ma. Buy three 

and four yard. Ma sell that, have to weave day and night to make up that cloth . . . Don‘t have 

money fuh pay. Bring hog and such like as that to pay.‖ In general, lowcountry slave families 

worked together as economic units and ―pooled their efforts‖ to improve their standard of living. 

Larry Hudson has argued that ―without assistance from family members, individual slaves would 

have struggled fully to exploit the land they tilled and other means of reducing their dependency 

[from their master].‖31  

 The drivers, who often found themselves at a disadvantage with respect to internal 

production due to their longer workdays, were in some measure compensated. Many drivers were 

permitted to demand assistance from other slaves in planting and cultivating vegetables in their 

garden plots, as research by Philip Morgan has shown. One former bondsman from the 

lowcountry recalled that the ―drivers had the privilege of planting two or three acres of rice and 

some corn and having it worked by the slaves.‖ According to Leslie Schwalm, drivers on the rice 

plantations were rewarded in a variety of ways. They were given access to ―better housing, better 

housewares, improved rations, greater gardening privileges, and exclusive access to milk cows.‖ 

Rice planter William Lowndes allowed his drivers the exclusive privilege of planting rice for sale 

(to him). He noted in his account book that ―each Driver saved his own seed. Ben‘s stacks turned 

out to be 43 bushels rough rice. Hickory‘s and Philip‘s stacks each about 35 bushels.‖ 

Nevertheless, some drivers felt compelled to steal from their owners in order to acquire small 

luxuries. Ben Horry, the son of a driver on Joshua John Ward‘s Brookgreen plantation, related the 

following story to interviewers:  
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My father the head man, he tote the barn key . . . He ain‘t have money but he have the 

rice barn key and rice been money! . . . I been old enough to go in the woods with my 

father and hold a lightard (lightwood) torch for him to see to pestle off that golden rice 

he been tote out the barn and hide. That rice been take to town Saturday . . .  

 

In this particular case, Horry‘s father did not sell the stolen rice to buy any gifts for his family — 

―With the money he get when he sell that rice, he buy liquor,‖ he added — but the testimony 

suggests that some drivers were not sufficiently compensated for their long hours working for the 

master.32 

 The development of slave family economies as a system of both monetary exchange and 

bartering was greatly stimulated by the role which rice planters and their families played in 

providing their bondspeople with a market for their surplus wares and produce, which they 

offered to buy themselves. Indeed, most slaves viewed their masters as their primary customers. 

Historian Charles Joyner argued in his study of the antebellum slave community on Waccamaw 

Neck in Georgetown District that it was common for rice planters to ―purchase hogs, poultry, 

produce, or cord wood from [their slaves].‖ The account books of Robert F. W. Allston reveal 

that he regularly gave slave families breeding hogs, the offspring of which he purchased each 

year at the price of $5 per hundred pounds. Travelers also commented on such practices. William 

Howard Russell noted that throughout Georgetown District, ―the negroes rear domestic birds of 

all kinds, and sell eggs and poultry to their masters.‖ Swedish traveler Fredrika Bremer observed 

that slave families living on the Pee Dee ―sell their eggs and chickens, and every Christmas their 

pig also, and thus obtain a little money . . . They often lay up money; and I have heard speak of 

slaves who possess several hundred dollars.‖ Olmsted learned that slaves in the Georgia 

lowcountry were 

 

at liberty to sell whatever they choose from the products of their own garden, and to 

make what they can by keeping swine and fowls. Mr. X‘s family have no other supply 

of poultry and eggs than what is obtained by purchase from his own negroes; they 

frequently, also, purchase game from them . . . His slaves are sometimes his creditors to 

large amounts; at the present time he says he owes them about five hundred dollars. 

 

Georgetown planter James Sparkman also spent a significant amount of money on purchases of 

meat and produce from his slaves. He boasted to a fellow planter: ―As an illustration of the 
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indulgences which my own people enjoy, I have during the past year kept an item of their 

perquisites from the sale (to me) of Eggs, poultry, Provisions saved from their allowance, and the 

raising of hogs, and it amounts to upwards of $130.‖ Sparkman was not only his slaves‘ primary 

customer, he was also their banker: ―They frequently ask me to become Treasurer of their little 

funds.‖33  

 Slaveholders bought their slaves‘ goods and became ―treasurers‖ of their funds primarily 

as a way of controlling their access to money and preventing them from peddling their wares to 

outside parties who were beyond their control, for goods which they did not want their slaves to 

have (such as alcohol). However, although the practice was forbidden, enslaved people 

sometimes by-passed their masters and flouted the law by trading their surplus goods to 

customers off the plantation when it was profitable to do so. In so doing, they created 

opportunities to secure the highest possible returns for their products. The mother of Margaret 

Bryant wove cloth to sell to ―po‘ buckra,‖ as stated above. J. Motte Alston learned one day that 

the wife of a poor white man ―had traded with my negroes, which offense, by the laws of the 

State, was punishable by whipping at the ‗Carts-tail‘ on the public square of the district Court-

house.‖ Because it was a woman, however, Alston chose not to alert the authorities. William 

Howard Russell learned that local slaves found a lucrative market in selling their wares to the 

crews of the riverboats that frequently criss-crossed the Winyah Bay area. Discussing the matter 

with one such ship‘s captain, he learned that the captain ―can buy enough of pork from the slaves 

on one plantation to last his ship‘s crew for the whole winter. The money goes to them, as the 

hogs are their own.‖ Slaves‘ determination to seek maximum profit for their goods placed them in 

an advantageous bargaining position vis-à-vis their masters, who were forced to offer the most 

attractive prices to their slaves in order to combat illicit trade with poor whites. James Sparkman 

claimed that his slaves ―get better bargains [by selling their goods to me] than can be made by 

themselves with the shop keepers.‖ Robert F. W. Allston likewise offered good money for his 

slaves‘ hogs, warning that if any hogs were sold off the plantation, the guilty slave would forfeit 

his or her privilege of keeping animals.34  

 Rice planters acted in their own interest when they offered to buy their slaves‘ produce, 

but they stood to benefit from the work and garden system in other ways as well. First, masters 

who lured their slaves with the prospect of engaging in internal production during their free time 

could rest assured that every aspect of plantation work would be accomplished in a timely manner. 

Enslaved field hands worked quickly and efficiently on the rice plantations in Georgetown 

District because they were highly motivated to take advantage of the opportunity to work for 
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themselves and their families. Larry Hudson has argued that lowcountry planters who employed 

the work and garden system hoped to ―instill in the slave a sense of industry.‖35  

Second, planters who provided their slaves with the opportunity to cultivate family 

garden plots aimed to encourage, according to Hudson, ―the slave literally to ‗grab a stake in 

slavery‘; the master was likely to get the best out of workers who felt some attachment to the 

home place, and, by extension, to the master.‖ In other words, by offering slaves patches of land 

for family garden plots, as well as the means to convert surplus goods into hard cash, planters 

designed to further bind their workers to the plantation and discourage flight. As one Carolina 

overseer succinctly put it, ―No Negro with a well stocked poultry house, a small crop advancing, 

a canoe partly finished, or a few cubs unsold, all of which he calculates soon to enjoy, will ever 

run away.‖ James Sparkman concurred. Claiming that ―comforts have multiplied‖ among the 

slaves on local rice plantations, he found that ―runaways are fewer and less lawless.‖36  

The amount of free time afforded enslaved field hands under the task system is a third 

reason why nervous rice planters encouraged their slaves to engage in internal production. Indeed, 

planters were convinced that slaves should be kept productively occupied during their relatively 

ample leisure time in order to keep them out of mischief. One planter felt that slaves should 

always be given garden plots to cultivate during their ―idle hours,‖ which might ―otherwise be 

spent in the perpetration of some act that would subject them to severe punishment.‖ And finally, 

as Leslie Schwalm has argued, planters aimed to transfer at least some of the burdens of 

provisioning by encouraging a degree of self-sufficiency among their slaves. The knowledge that 

bondsmen and –women would supplement whatever rations they received with a variety of meats 

and vegetables allowed at least some rice planters to distribute the bare minimum to their work 

force without damaging their self-image as benevolent paternalist masters. Robert F. W. Allston, 

for one, only supplied his slaves with what he considered ―absolutely necessary for [their] health 

and endurance.‖ (Not all planters were so inclined, however. Plowden Weston was adamant that 

his slaves ―should never have less than their regular allowance: in all cases of doubt, it should be 

given in favour of the largest quantity.‖)37  

Despite the underlying reasons for such incentives, lowcountry slaves seized every 

opportunity to make life for themselves and their family members more comfortable. In 

Georgetown District, slave families not only enjoyed the means of providing for their own tables, 

but their access to money through cooperative internal production afforded them material 

conditions that were rare among field hands in the antebellum South. Exchanging their surplus 

goods for hard currency, slaves were able to reduce their dependency on their masters and buy 

small luxuries for their family members. Many were in a position to accumulate substantial 
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amounts of property. Enslaved people on Birdfield Plantation spent over $110 in 1858 on 

―comforts and presents to their families,‖ including ―Sugar, Molasses, Flour, Coffee, 

Handkerchiefs, Aprons, Homespun and Calico, Pavilion Gause (Mosquito Nets), Tin Buckets, 

hats, pocket knives, sieves, etc.‖ Slaves at Robert Allston‘s Nightingale Hall also had the means 

to barter for material goods. One enslaved man, Richard, succeeded in trading some of the 

chickens, eggs, peas and potatoes which he and his family had raised and cultivated for a hog in 

1859. The material goods owned by slaves in the lowcountry in general made quite an impression 

on travelers. Olmsted was surprised to find that on the rice plantation that he visited in the 

Georgia lowcountry many of the slave cabins even had locks on their doors, suggesting that some 

slave families owned valuable possessions. He reported: ―The people were nearly all absent at 

work, and had locked their outer doors, taking the keys with them.‖ On one particular Sunday, 

Olmsted also observed a slave family ―in a light wagon — the oldest among them driving the 

horse. On my inquiring if the slaves were allowed to take horses to drive to church, I was 

informed that . . . the horses belonged to the negroes who were driving or riding them.‖ William 

Howard Russell was also impressed during his visit to Georgetown. Discussing the matter with 

the captain of a Winyah Bay ferry, he heard that ―the Negroes on the river plantations are very 

well off . . . One of the stewards on board [the riverboat] had bought himself and his family out of 

bondage with his earnings.‖38  

 

Against the Odds:  

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

The specific demands of sugar cultivation in St. James Parish had far-reaching consequences for 

enslaved families‘ opportunities to work for themselves and develop family-based independent 

economies. It almost goes without saying that slaves living on the sugar plantations of the 

Louisiana cane world had the least amount of free time of slaves living in any other agricultural 

region of the nineteenth-century South. Working six days a week from sunup to sundown during 

nine to ten months of the year, followed by two to three months of rigorous eighteen-hour shifts 

during the grinding season, men and women in bondage were clearly overworked in this ―heathen 

part of the country.‖ Yet, remarkably, although slave families lacked much free time, evidence 

indicates that they did in fact manage to develop moderate family-based economies — more 

developed than the thwarted family economies of Fairfax County, but less developed than the 

extensive internal economies of slave families living in Georgetown District. The most significant 

factor in this respect was the prevalence of various crop-specific labor incentives offered by their 
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masters. Whereas in Fairfax County many slaves lacked both the time and the means to develop 

extensive family-based economies, and slaves in Georgetown District had both time and the 

means, in St. James Parish slave families lacked much time but were overwhelmed by the means 

to improve their material conditions. The exhausting and time-consuming nature of sugar 

cultivation prevented them from achieving the degree of self-sufficiency that many slaves in the 

South Carolina lowcountry enjoyed, but a variety of incentives allowed many to develop 

moderate family-based economies nonetheless. 

Paid overwork in the sugar country provided many enslaved people, especially men, with 

opportunities to earn extra cash for themselves and their families. Unlike in Fairfax County, such 

opportunities in St. James Parish were plentiful. The industrial nature of sugar production, for 

instance, required a wide variety of skilled slaves — including bricklayers, carpenters, coopers, 

engineers, mechanics, sugar makers, and blacksmiths — many of whom were in a position to 

occasionally profit from their valuable skills and earn money to buy luxury goods for their 

households. Octave Johnson, a skilled cooper and former slave on S. Contrell‘s plantation in St. 

James Parish, was even permitted by his master to work by the task, which afforded him the time 

and flexibility to make barrels for clients other than his master in exchange for cash. A slave 

carpenter on Houmas plantation named Peter earned $5.00 for reframing the windows and doors 

of a neighboring overseer‘s house. Not all local slaveholders were thrilled with the idea of having 

their slaves work for third parties, however. William J. Minor, who owned a sugar plantation in 

Ascension Parish, explicitly instructed his overseer to ―not allow the Mechanics to make or sell 

any of their work without special permission.‖ In order to prevent such trading, sugar masters 

often took it upon themselves to pay skilled slaves for extra work, especially during the grinding 

season. On the Bruce, Seddon and Wilkins plantation in St. James Parish, a slave carpenter 

named Anderson was paid regularly for extra work. On the same estate during the grinding 

season of 1849 the enslaved sugar makers were each paid a bonus of $7.50 for their shifts in the 

sugar house. Planter Benjamin Tureaud paid his slaves for making bricks and hogsheads, while 

others paid their slaves for making rails and handbarrows during their time off.39 

Not only skilled slaves were afforded the opportunity to engage in paid overwork, 

however; a vast majority of the paid overwork performed on the sugar plantations of St. James 

Parish was done on Sundays by ordinary field hands. Male field hands who wished to voluntarily 

hire out their labor in exchange for cash during their one day off in the week did not need to look 

very far. Usually there was so much work to do on a sugar plantation that sugar planters 

welcomed extra work in return for small payments in cash. Chapter two addressed the fact that 

many slaves in St. James Parish worked on Sundays; evidence suggests however that most were 
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financially compensated for it. Olmsted was told that compensation for Sunday work was even 

encoded in Louisiana state law: ―the law permits slaves to be worked . . . on Sunday; but requires 

that some compensation shall be made to them when they are.‖ Victor Tixier, during his travels 

through St. James Parish, found that ―Sunday belongs to [the slave]; then he works only for 

money.‖ Eliza Ripley, the daughter of a local sugar planter, recalled after the Civil War that 

―from Saturday noon till Monday was holiday, when the enterprising men chopped wood, for 

which they were paid.‖ As Ripley‘s testimony makes clear, paid overwork on the sugar 

plantations of St. James Parish revolved mainly around chopping wood — procuring extra fuel 

for the boilers, kettles and steam engines of the sugar house. Some three to four cords of wood 

were needed to produce every one hogshead of sugar in nineteenth-century Louisiana. For large 

planters like Valcour Aime, who produced over a thousand hogsheads of granulated sugar in 

1853, the amount of fuel necessary to keep the sugar-making machinery operating during the 

entire grinding season was substantial to say the least. There was almost never enough time 

during the normal work week for slaves to procure enough fuel for the grinding season, and so 

sugar planters regularly enticed their slaves with monetary rewards to perform such work on 

Sundays and other holidays.40  

Nineteenth-century plantation journals for St. James Parish abound with accounts of 

slaves chopping or collecting wood on Sundays, suggesting that most enslaved men in the region 

regularly availed themselves of the opportunity to earn extra cash, even if it meant sacrificing 

their one free day in the week. In some cases it appears that fathers and sons or other family 

members worked together, as they were paid together in lump sums. On Benjamin Tureaud‘s 

plantation, for example, pairs of slave men occasionally received payment for wood collected in 

1854. Michel and Isaac, Daniel and Thomas, William and Philip, and the ―Butcher Family‖ are 

just a few examples. Tureaud paid dozens of others for collecting wood as well. One man named 

Frank earned $8.80 for the driftwood that he collected at the river. Ben Runt earned $5.00. 

Smaller payments were more common, however. Isaac Faulk‘s case was fairly typical. On one 

Sunday he earned $0.40, and on another occasion $0.60 for catching driftwood. On occasion 

wood was even collected by elderly women or small children on Tureaud‘s estate. Little Joseph, a 

child, was able to earn $1.60 in 1858 for helping to collect wood. Old Catherine earned $0.70. 

Sugar planter Octave Colomb likewise paid his slaves substantial sums for cordwood. Again, 

family members working together were not uncommon. John and Jim Barney earned $6.87½ for 

13¾ cords of wood in 1850. Clark, Tom and C. Cooper collectively earned $10.00 for procuring 

twenty cords of wood. In total on Colomb‘s plantation, thirty-four men collected wood on 

Sundays in 1850, collectively earning some $117.25. So it was throughout the parish. Some 
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planters paid enormous sums for cordwood. Slaves on the Wilton plantation collectively earned 

$53.65 on a single day in 1849. On Uncle Sam plantation, fifty-three slaves received a total of 

$600 for cordwood in 1860.41   

Procuring fuel for the grinding season was not the only way to earn extra cash through 

paid overwork. Seasonal demands encouraged slaveholders to pay their slaves to perform a 

variety of other jobs as well. T. B. Thorpe, a visitor to one of the largest sugar plantations in the 

parish, noted that during the Christmas holidays the master ―pays for innumerable things, which 

have been provided by the slave, without interfering with his accustomed labors.‖ Octave Colomb 

paid his slaves to work ―on the pond‖ on Sunday, 5 September 1852. The Wilton plantation 

slaves were occasionally paid for ditching and levying, including on Christmas Day, 1849. Three 

enterprising women on Tureaud‘s estate earned substantial sums for unspecified overwork in 

1858. A certain Anna earned $28.00 for fifty-six days of paid overwork — practically every 

Sunday and holiday she had. Sarah Dom earned $22.00 for forty-four days‘ work, and Big Winny 

earned $24.00 for forty-eight days‘ work. Such extreme cases were rare, however, as few were 

willing to give up virtually all of their free days to perform paid overwork.42 

Collecting and selling the Spanish moss that grew in abundance on the plantations of 

southern Louisiana provided slaves with yet another lucrative and simple way of earning extra 

money. One visitor remarked during a journey through the sugar parishes that the moss which 

gracefully draped the live oaks in the region had ―become a considerable article of commerce . . . 

used to stuff sofas and mattresses.‖ Slaves were keenly aware of its commercial potential, and 

most sugar planters permitted their bondspeople to collect and sell the moss that grew on their 

estates. One former bondsman remembered in an interview to workers of the Federal Writers‘ 

Project, ―Once I heard some men talkin‘. One said, ‗You think money grows on trees?‘ The other 

one say, ‗It do. Get down that moss and convert it into money.‘ I got to thinkin‘, and sure ‘nuff, it 

do grow on trees!‖ If not sold, moss could be used in the slaves‘ own houses. William Howard 

Russell noticed that the slaves on Governor Roman‘s plantation in St. James Parish slept on 

mattresses stuffed with Spanish moss which they probably collected themselves.43 

Not only opportunities for paid overwork, but also patches of land — those crucial 

building blocks for the development of family-based economies among the slave population — 

were made available to enslaved families in St. James Parish. As in Georgetown District, slave 

families on most of the sugar plantations of St. James Parish were permitted to cultivate small 

garden plots and to raise poultry and hogs, both for their own consumption and for sale. Again, 

most sugar planters could afford to grant their slaves such privileges, as productivity on the sugar 

plantations was exceptionally high.  
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T. B. Thorpe‘s statistical account of the plantation he visited in 1852 (he kept the owner‘s 

name anonymous) provides an interesting example of slave productivity at the high end of the 

spectrum. In 1852, his host owned some 215 slaves, 107 of whom were able-bodied field hands. 

During that exceptionally successful year, these slaves produced 1300 hogsheads of cane sugar 

and 60,000 gallons of molasses. Average annual output per prime field hand came to 9.63 

hogsheads of sugar and 444 gallons of molasses. At the going rate of $60 per hogshead of sugar 

and $0.36 per gallon of molasses, this amounted to an average annual gross return of $930.84 per 

able-bodied slave, or approximately $900.84 after subtracting average expenses for clothing and 

food. Even if other expenses are considered, such as repairs of machinery and buildings, as well 

as the salaries of overseers and engineers, (which according to Thorpe came to around $20,000 

per year), this still would have left the master with $743.93 profit per hand. Thorpe‘s host may 

have been one of the most progressive and successful planters of the parish, and 1852 may have 

been an exceptional year, but despite wide fluctuations in harvests and profits, slave productivity 

generally remained very high throughout the antebellum period. As a result, slaveholders had 

little reason to fear substantial losses by allowing their slaves to cultivate family garden plots. 

Moreover, the severe and well-regulated regimentation of gang labor on the sugar plantations 

prevented slaves from ―saving their energy during the day,‖ and as in the lowcountry, sugar 

planters themselves benefited from garden privileges.44 

Visitors to the Louisiana sugar country frequently commented on the presence of 

vegetable gardens and animals around the slave quarters. Joseph Holt Ingraham remarked during 

a journey to the region in 1835 that ―to every [slave cabin] was attached an enclosed piece of 

ground, apparently for a vegetable garden.‖ Francis and Theresa Pulzsky likewise observed that 

―the negroes have their own little gardens, they keep their poultry and sell it to their master.‖ 

They further noted that some slaves were occasionally even permitted to sell their goods ―to the 

steamboats‖ which regularly passed by, ―but never without a written ‗permit.‘‖ T. B. Thorpe 

wrote during his visit to a local plantation that ―in the rear of each cottage, surrounded by a rude 

fence, you find a garden in more or less order, according to the industrious habits of the 

proprietor. In all you notice that the chicken-house seems to be in excellent condition.‖ Olmsted 

found that slave families living on the sugar plantations he visited raised ―corn, potatoes, and 

pumpkins‖ in their garden plots, which they could either sell or consume themselves, although 

―generally they sold it.‖ He observed furthermore that the slaves ―worked at night, and on 

Sundays on their patches, and after the sugar and corn crops of the plantation were ‗laid by,‘ 

[their] master allowed them to have Saturday afternoons to work their own crops in.‖45 
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Enslaved families living on the sugar plantations worked hard to supplement their weekly 

rations, but the severely limited amount of free time which they had to cultivate their garden plots 

limited the types of vegetables they could grow as well as the animals they could raise. Slaves 

raised pigs and poultry in great abundance because they required a minimum amount of food and 

attention. The latter were valuable both for their eggs — which could either be consumed or sold 

— and meat. On the plantation where bondsman Alexander Kenner lived in neighboring 

Ascension Parish, slaves were known to ―raise a thousand dozen chickens in a year,‖ and the 

master obliged them to ―sell the chickens to him, instead of selling them to hucksters.‖ William 

Howard Russell, visiting a St. James Parish sugar plantation, noticed that in the yards surrounding 

the slave cabins a great number of ―pigs and poultry were recreating.‖ Likewise, slave families 

cultivated vegetables that could be grown without too much effort. Especially popular, as 

Olmsted observed, were vegetables such as corn, potatoes and pumpkins, because their 

cultivation in gardens required a minimum amount of labor and attention. Former slave Francis 

Doby recalled that her family also grew ―turnips, carrots, [and] cabbage — all a-comin‘ from de 

patch.‖46 

Planters especially encouraged their slaves to grow corn since it formed the basis of the 

slaves‘ diet. Indeed, sugar planters in St. James Parish even allotted slave families extensive 

patches of land known as ―negro grounds‖ upon which primarily corn, and to a lesser extent 

pumpkins, could be cultivated. These provision grounds were given to slave families in addition 

to their garden plots. They were usually located along the peripheries of the plantation, often at a 

great distance from the slave village. One visitor to John Burnside‘s plantation observed that ―on 

the borders of the forest the negroes were allowed to plant corn for their own use.‖ They could 

only be cultivated on Sundays, but sugar planters generally afforded their slaves a few days off in 

the spring and again in the fall, before the grinding season commenced, to plant and harvest their 

corn crops. Valcour Aime recorded in his plantation diary in October of 1842: ―Gathering the 

corn crop of the plantation hands on 12th, 13th, 14th and 15th. Some hands raised thirty-six barrels 

of corn to the arpent.‖ While slave families consumed what they produced in their vegetable 

gardens, they generally sold the corn which they grew on their additional provision grounds to 

their masters (who in turn dealt it back out to the slaves as rations). Indeed, corn sales were — 

next to wood-chopping — one of the major sources of additional income for enslaved families. 

On Benjamin Tureaud‘s plantation, David Rock‘s family earned $67.25 for corn in 1858. George 

Cane‘s family earned $27.70. Big Mathilda was paid $10.00 for the 700 pumpkins that she and 

her family grew on their provision grounds. Ex-slave interviews also testify to the importance of 
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corn as a source of income. Former bondswoman Elizabeth Ross Hite remembered that her 

―mother planted corn, but de master bought it from her. He paid fifty cents per barrel for corn.‖47 

The development of family economies among the enslaved was stimulated by high 

demand for their products, and in St. James Parish families were afforded the opportunity to 

market their goods right on the plantation. Plantations in southern Louisiana frequently contained 

commissaries where money and goods obtained from slave families‘ internal production could be 

exchanged for small luxuries. The records left by nineteenth-century sugar planters in St. James 

Parish abound with slave family accounts at the plantation stores, offering an interesting glimpse 

into the consumer behavior of bondspeople. Purchases made by slaves were entered into the 

account books as debts, while products sold to the store — such as corn or cordwood — were 

entered as credits.  These accounts were listed under the names of the heads of families, but 

women and children could and did make purchases under their husbands‘ and fathers‘ accounts. 

Most enslaved people spent their hard earned money on small luxuries both for themselves and 

their family members. On Benjamin Tureaud‘s estate, a slave named George Cane, whose 

account was credited from wood and corn, bought his wife a dress for $2.00 on 8 August 1858. 

Another man named Sampson likewise bought his wife a dress for $2.50. Willis‘s account was 

credited that same year with the exorbitant sum of $67.55 from wood and corn. His purchases 

included a pair of children‘s shoes for $0.55, adult shoes, a shirt, twenty-five pounds of meat, 

flour, and several pounds of tobacco. One slave‘s account was credited with $3.00 for the sale of 

twelve baskets, which were subsequently sold in the commissary to fellow bondsmen on the 

plantation. Other articles sold to the slaves included the following: locks, tin, hose, check fabric, 

handkerchiefs, pants, calico, thread, buckets, rice, linen, and shirts. On the Bruce, Seddon, and 

Wilkins plantation a similar system was in use. Several families‘ accounts were credited for the 

sale of eggs and chickens, cordwood, corn, and pumpkins. With their earnings, John Lewis and 

his family purchased a basket, a pair of suspenders, several bars of soap, a knife, a hat, a pipe, and 

several plugs of tobacco at the plantation store in 1848. One man named Luke bought a pair of 

shoes for $1.50 for his wife, Priscilla. Most purchases made by slave families at plantation stores 

throughout the parish were modest, however. As a result of the limited amount of free time they 

had to engage in internal production, slave families were generally unable to accumulate a great 

deal of property in St. James Parish.48 

Less frequently, slave families marketed their goods to third parties, despite it being 

strictly forbidden. When Octave Johnson ran away to a forest located four miles to the rear of his 

sugar plantation, where he remained truant for a year and a half, he survived partly by hunting 

and secretly trading meat for cornmeal from the field hands. This was an exceptional case, but 
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there was enough evidence of slaves trading with river traders to alarm local slaveholders, who 

built commissaries on their estates partly as a means of thwarting any traffic which could occur 

beyond their control. William Kingsford, who visited the sugar country in 1858, claimed that 

river peddlers ―pass from plantation to plantation, trading with the negroes principally, taking in 

exchange the articles which they raise, or, when the latter are sold to the boats, offering to their 

owners the only temptations on which their money can be spent.‖ Victor Tixier reported that in St. 

James Parish, the slave villages are ―built at a great distance from the river, in order that the 

rivermen of the Mississippi, this plague of Louisiana, cannot have traffic with the Negroes at 

night.‖ The opportunity to market their products to third parties offered daring slaves the chance 

to obtain higher prices for their goods, or to purchase articles such as whiskey which were not 

available from plantation stores. More importantly, they encouraged slaveholders to offer their 

slaves attractive prices for their products in order to discourage illegal trafficking, as in 

Georgetown District.49  

While slave families in St. James Parish eagerly took advantage of the incentives offered 

to them by their masters to engage in internal production, often sacrificing their only free day in 

the week in order to do so, sugar planters profited as well from their slaves‘ willingness to work 

for themselves. As in Georgetown District, the economic benefits of such incentives outweighed 

slaveholders‘ social distaste for the ―independent behavior‖ of their slaves. Sugar planters very 

well realized that the particularly taxing nature of sugar cultivation, and especially the lack of free 

time it permitted slaves, could have negative consequences for slaves‘ productivity and morale. 

As Ira Berlin has noted, ―in trespassing on their slaves‘ free Sunday or half-Saturday, [sugar] 

planters found themselves in dangerous territory as they risked further alienating and 

demoralizing their workers.‖ Indeed, the consequences of an overworked and demoralized work 

force had already been manifested in 1811, when some two hundred slaves marched through the 

sugar country south of St. James Parish in open revolt — the largest in the history of the United 

States. The fear of insurrection, combined with an acute shortage of both time and labor, 

convinced local sugar planters to play it safe and ―entice [their slaves] to the field‖ with a number 

of attractive labor incentives, which they modelled after colonial precedents. The slave 

conspiracy at Pointe Coupée in the 1790s had convinced Spanish colonial authorities to legally 

require slaveholders to offer their slaves family garden plots, compensation for Sunday work, and 

adequate food and clothing. Such measures were designed to keep slaves content in order that 

they should ―banish from their minds the notion of acquiring liberty,‖ a cause with which 

American sugar planters in the nineteenth century could readily identify.50  
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Such incentives not only appeased their laborers, but benefited planters in other ways as 

well. By offering to pay their slaves for overwork, for example, planters secured even more of 

their slaves‘ labor at a minimal cost and encouraged them to take an interest in the success of the 

plantation. Olmsted even learned of cases of limited profit-sharing among sugar planters and 

slaves during the exhausting grinding season: ―At Christmas, a sum of money, equal to one dollar 

for each hogshead of sugar made one the plantation, was divided among the negroes . . . It was 

usually given to the heads of families.‖ He further noted that sugar planters believed in paying 

their slaves for extra work because it gave ―the laborers a direct interest in the economical 

direction of their labor: the advantage of it was said to be evident.‖ Moreover, planters in St. 

James Parish saved money by buying produce and cordwood from their slaves at below market 

prices. The latter was crucial for the success of the plantation, but the former also provided 

planters with substantial savings. By paying their slaves to produce the corn that was eventually 

ground up and rationed back out to slave families, for example, slaveholders were able to 

circumvent the hassles of contracting with merchants to secure their slaves‘ provisions and 

avoided having to divert too much of their slaves‘ efforts to cultivating provision crops during 

working hours, which they used to extend work in the cane fields instead. Some planters even 

resold their slaves‘ produce at a profit. Duncan Kenner, a sugar planter from Ascension Parish, 

bought chickens from his slaves at a rate of $0.20 each, only to resell them for $0.30. Planters 

also invested wisely in the health of their enslaved labor force by encouraging them to produce 

supplemental vegetables in their family garden plots. And finally, slaveholders discouraged 

illegal trading and controlled their slaves‘ access to money by encouraging — theoretically 

compelling — them to make their purchases at the plantation commissary. Paradoxically, as 

Richard Follett has argued, the labor incentives offered by planters ―proved sadly profitable for 

the sugar masters, who rewrote the mutual obligations of paternalism to exploit their slaves still 

further.‖51 

The time- and energy-consuming work patterns of slaves living on the Louisiana sugar 

plantation certainly limited the extent to which slave family economies could develop. 

Nevertheless, slave families actively took advantage of the labor incentives that were offered to 

them in order to make life more bearable under the otherwise relentless sugar regime. They 

cultivated family garden plots and raised poultry for their own consumption and for sale. They 

also produced substantial corn crops in their ―negro grounds,‖ which they usually sold to their 

masters and had credited to their family accounts at the plantation commissary. In the evenings 

and especially on Sundays, enslaved men often engaged in paid overwork on the plantation, 

collecting wood or performing other tasks in exchange for cash. Despite the endless hours they 
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spent engaged in their master‘s work, slave families in St. James Parish remarkably made the 

most of their limited amount of free time and developed moderate internal economies. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In different cash-crop regions of the nineteenth-century South, the specific nature of commercial 

agriculture resulted in distinct types of internal economies among slave families. In all three of 

the regions discussed here, the development of slave families‘ internal economies was steered 

primarily by the pressing demands of their formal work and both the financial and social interests 

of their masters. External factors denied slave families living in Fairfax County of both the time 

and the means to develop extensive internal economies. The boundaries encountered by slave 

families there were therefore often impenetrable, and opportunities to work for themselves or 

negotiate for better material conditions were few and far between. In Georgetown District 

bondspeople were afforded both the time and the means to work for themselves, offering slave 

families attractive opportunities to partially provide for themselves. In St. James Parish slave 

families lacked much free time, but remarkably took advantage of various labor incentives to 

work for their own gain on Sundays and other holidays.  

The fact that the development of family-based internal economies in different cash-crop 

regions depended upon the specific external factors of local slave-based agriculture suggests that 

slaves‘ economic behavior was not of a ―proto-peasant‖ nature. Indeed, nowhere did slave 

families even truly own the means of their internal production. Permission to cultivate garden 

plots, for example, was granted to slaves only when it served the interests of the slaveholders. 

There where it did not — or appeared not to, such as in Fairfax County — this privilege was 

denied slave families. The opportunity to engage in paid overwork was likewise determined by 

slaveholders and the demands of regional agriculture. Slave families were also seldom permitted 

to freely market the goods they produced from their informal labor. In Fairfax County the 

prohibition of such trafficking was strictly enforced, while in South Carolina and Louisiana the 

internal economy was designed by slaveholders to develop within a closed system in which 

slaves‘ goods were sold directly to the masters and not to third parties. To be sure, slave families‘ 

incredible determination to work to improve their own material conditions is a remarkable 

testament to human resilience in the face of oppression. To describe slave families‘ internal 

economies as ―autonomous,‖ however, is in fact a misnomer. They were not autonomous, but 

rather circumscribed by, and dependent upon, the nature of their formal labor for the master. As 
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one former slave from Louisiana tellingly put it, slaves could work for their own gain, but ―we 

could not allow our work . . . to interfere with master‘s work.52 
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Part III 

Social Landscapes:  

Family Structure & Stability 
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Chapter Five 

Slaveholding across Time and Space 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Introduction 

 

The land and its products certainly played a guiding role in the daily experiences of slave families, 

both during their time for the master and their time for themselves, but at a more fundamental, 

demographic level the nature of regional agriculture also determined the very basis for family life. 

Local economic trends directly and indirectly influenced slaves‘ marriage strategies and the 

stability of their family relationships across time and space. In order to analyze slaves‘ family 

formation and experiences with forced separation in the coming chapters particular attention must 

first be paid to the very nature of their containment in different parts of the South. 

Factors such as the spatial distribution and sexual composition of enslaved populations, 

both of which defined the social landscapes in which they lived, were crucial in this regard. First, 

the spatial distribution of enslaved populations among slaveholdings of various size played an 

important role in determining the nature of social contact and marriage strategies among slaves. 

Largely restricted in space and mobility to the agricultural units upon which they lived and 

worked, bondspeople throughout the South turned first and foremost to the slave communities of 

their home residence for social contact, although slaveholders‘ frequent permission for weekend 

visiting generally expanded social networking in all but the most isolated regions. Second, the 

sexual composition of enslaved populations determined the physical possibility and extent of 
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slave family formation in different localities. The boundaries and opportunities with which slaves 

were confronted when seeking a mate were thus greatly influenced by slaveholding size and sex 

ratios. These factors in turn varied across time and space, as dictated by the nature of slave-based 

agriculture in various communities of the nineteenth-century South. 

 This chapter will broadly examine the nineteenth-century evolution of slaveholdings on 

the grain farms of Fairfax County, the rice plantations of Georgetown District, and the sugar 

plantations of St. James Parish, respectively.  What was the spatial distribution and sexual 

composition of enslaved populations in different regions of the non-cotton South, and how did 

they change over time? The aim of this chapter is to provide a basis from which to further explore 

enslaved people‘s experiences with family formation and stability in chapters six and seven by 

first establishing the social landscapes of slave populations in each region.  

 

The Downward Spiral:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Just before the turn of the nineteenth century Fairfax County ironically boasted one of the 

grandest slaveholdings of the newly formed United States. Only a handful of eighteenth-century 

plantations were of a truly grand scale to begin with there, but George Washington‘s famous 

Mount Vernon, situated on the banks of the Potomac River, contained close to three hundred 

slaves upon his death in 1799. By the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, however, the county no 

longer contained even a single plantation of any grandeur. Indeed, the largest slaveholding in 

1860 numbered a meager forty-three bondspeople, of whom the great majority were actually 

resident on the farms and in the households to which they were annually hired. In Fairfax, the 

transformation of local agriculture and the economic hardships that plagued the county 

throughout most of the first half of the nineteenth century were paralleled by a spectacular decline 

in slaveholding size. Even Washington expressed the desire for fewer slaves as early as the 1790s. 

―It is clear,‖ he wrote, ―that on this Estate I have more working negros . . . than can be employed 

to any advantage in the farming system. . . Something must [be done] or I shall be ruined.‖ The 

manumission of his slaves upon his death was doubtless the result of economic as well as moral 

considerations.1 

 Table 5.1 illustrates the general trend in Fairfax County. In 1810, some 42 percent of the 

enslaved population lived on plantations (slaveholdings which contained more than twenty 

slaves).  The rest — 58 percent — lived on farms (units with twenty slaves or less). Fully 31 

percent lived on holdings with ten slaves or less. In the entire county, only two slaveholdings —  
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accounting for just 6 percent of the total slave population — contained more than one hundred 

slaves. Clermont Plantation, owned by Charles J. Love, contained 140 bondspeople, and William 

Fitzhugh‘s expansive and well known Ravensworth contained 235.2  

 A dramatic shift in slaveholding size was clearly underway by 1820, however, a trend 

which continued into the decade that followed. The census returns for 1820 show that by that year 

the percentage of slaves living on plantations had plummeted to 32 percent, while the percentage 

of those living on farms jumped to 67 percent. By then 41 percent lived on holdings with ten 

slaves or less. As the percentage of slaves living on small farms increased, the percentage of those 

living on large plantations decreased. William H. Fitzhugh, the son of William Fitzhugh and main 

heir to his father‘s Ravensworth estate, owned 158 slaves in 1820, down from the 235 slaves that 

his father had owned in 1810. After Fitzhugh, the largest slaveholders in the county were 

Lawrence Lewis of Woodlawn (ninety-three slaves), and Bushrod Washington of Mount Vernon 

(eighty-three). Charles J. Love had lifted stakes and moved with his slaves to Tennessee. By 1830 

the percentage of slaves living on farms had increased slightly, to 69 percent, but the decline in 

the largest slaveholdings had continued unabated. Indeed, in 1830 there was not a single 

slaveholding in Fairfax County which contained a hundred slaves. The labor force on the 

Ravensworth estate had been reduced to eighty-two, and that of Woodlawn had shrunk to fifty-

seven. Only eight slaveholders throughout the county held more than forty slaves.3  

 The intensity of the decline was given added force during the 1830s and 1840s. The 

percentage of slaves living on smallholdings continued to increase in direct proportion to the 

declining percentage of those living on large holdings. By 1840 some 78 percent of the enslaved 

population lived on farms, with 50 percent living on holdings with ten slaves or less. Plantations 

now accounted for only 22 percent of the enslaved population, and a meager four slaveholdings 

contained more than forty slaves. The largest plantation — that of absentee landowner Anne 

Fitzhugh — contained seventy-six slaves, accounting for two percent of the total slave population. 

In 1850 the figures were even more dramatic. No less than 84 percent of slaves now lived on 

farms, and 60 percent lived on holdings with ten slaves or less. The largest slaveholder, Dennis 

Johnston, owned fifty-four slaves and was one of only two slaveholders who owned more than 

forty. (David Fitzhugh, the owner of forty-six slaves, was the other.)4 

 By the eve of the Civil War, the rapid decline in slaveholding size had levelled out to 

some extent, holding at 1850 levels. In other words, 84 percent of the enslaved population 

continued to live on farms in 1860, while 16 percent continued to be held on plantations. The 

absolute number of slaves on the largest plantations continued to decline, however. Virginia 

Scott‘s Bush Hill, now the largest slaveholding in the county, contained only forty-three slaves, 
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most of whom she hired out annually. The next largest slaveholder was Alexander Grigsby, who 

was listed as the owner of forty slaves. Grigsby was a known slave trader, however; presumably 

he intended to sell most of his slaves to the Deep South. Not only had the size of Fairfax County 

slaveholdings reached an all-time low by 1860, but so had the size of the slave population itself. 

Indeed, between 1810 and 1860 the slave population was slashed by 47 percent, from 5,927 to 

just 3,116.5  

At least three interrelated factors contributed to the general decline in slaveholding size in 

Fairfax County during the first half of the nineteenth century. First, excessive estate divisions 

obviously took their toll on the distribution of the slave population. Primogeniture law, by which 

a slaveholder‘s inheritance was passed on in bulk to the eldest son, was no longer widely 

practiced in Virginia by the turn of the nineteenth century, and indeed was eventually abolished. 

(It was viewed by many as an outdated and unrepublican practice.) This meant that by the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, slaveholdings were being divided more or less equally 

among several heirs, effectively breaking up the colonial pattern of moderate and large 

slaveholdings, a topic that will be further explored in chapter seven.6 

The break-up of these slaveholdings was exacerbated by the economic difficulties facing 

planters and farmers in the nineteenth century, which not only prevented expansion in either land 

or slaves, but triggered a decrease in slaveholding size. In other words, small slaveholdings 

tended to remain small — virtually all actually shrank over time. A ―distressed community 

oppressed by debt,‖ as county residents collectively described themselves, the Fairfax County 

slaveholding class could not afford to expand its slaveholdings. Indeed, one visitor observed in 

1835 that ―the land-holders in [these] parts of Virginia are becoming poorer nearly in direct 

proportion to the number of their slaves . . .‖ Quick to realize this, local slaveholders not only 

culled their naturally growing slave population, but reduced it in absolute numbers by 47 percent 

in the antebellum period, occasionally by manumission but mostly by selling them via the 

domestic slave trade to the Deep South, where the demand for slave labor was practically 

insatiable. Farmers and planters tried to relieve some of their financial problems by making do 

with a minimum amount of slave labor: less slaves became responsible for more tasks.7  

A third important factor which contributed to the decline in local slaveholding size was 

the decreasing fertility of the soil, which triggered a shift from extensive to intensive cultivation 

in local agriculture. In other words, slaveholders expressly turned to cultivating smaller plots 

more intensively. Plantations devolved into farms, and farms devolved into smaller farms. One 

historian noted that in the nineteenth century Fairfax County farmers were keen to ―intensively 

cultivate smaller plots, without the hindrance of a ‗plantation mentality.‘‖ James Redpath, a 
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northern reporter who traveled through Fairfax County in the 1850s, observed that by that time 

the land was ―chiefly held in small sections.‖ When Lawrence Lewis‘s unusually large 

Woodlawn Plantation was offered for sale in 1846, the advertisement read that ―900 acres of the 

tract are cleared and have been under cultivation at different times . . . It can be divided into small 

farms.‖ Farmers found that their scanty supply of manure, crucial in any attempt to revitalize the 

soil, could only be spread over a limited space. The least productive fields of many planters‘ 

inherited estates were therefore abandoned and left for the forests to reclaim. As the amount of 

actual acreage that was brought under cultivation declined, slaveholders could not only not afford 

more slaves, but they did not need more slaves. Redpath heard from a local farmer that it took 

only ―two men and a boy to cultivate . . . twenty-five acres and attend to the cows.‖ Most agreed 

that it was better to reduce their number of slaves to the bare minimum — extra hands (whether 

free or slave) could always be temporarily hired on during especially labor intensive seasons such 

as the harvest — than to keep and maintain superfluous slaves. John Taylor, a northern Virginia 

planter and agriculturalist, warned his neighbors‘ against keeping more slaves than could be 

personally supervised or put to efficient use. Other progressive farmers, such as Edmund Ruffin, 

also encouraged a reduction in the number of slaves and the procurement of better results from 

the remainder.8  

This trend was given added impulse throughout the nineteenth century by the widespread 

adoption of more labor-saving devices which further reduced the number of hands necessary to 

cultivate grains. Implements such as improved plows (which diminished part of the need for 

excessive hoeing), scythes, cradles, and harrows, were popular among local farmers. Richard 

Marshall Scott, who in 1846 complained that it ―will require much constant labor‖ to turn a profit 

from his inherited plantation, took a step in the right direction when he ―went to town and bought 

a thrashing machine‖ in November 1848. The introduction of reapers in the wheat harvest 

resulted, according to one local, in ―the saving of much expense and great risk; by their aid with 

seven hands and two boys, fifteen acres can with ease be cut and shocked per day — the Self 

Rakers requiring one less hand.‖ Dennis Johnston‘s estate, which was sold upon his death in 1853, 

contained ―ploughs, harrows, wheat fans, [a] threshing machine, scythes, cradles, mowing scythes, 

forks, rakes, &c.‖ And in local newspapers, implements such as ―Revolving Horse Rakes, Scythe 

Sneaths . . . Hay Rakes, Whet Stones, Scythe Rifles, English Scythes, Cradles, &c.‖ were widely 

advertised.9 

Enslaved people in Fairfax County thus increasingly found themselves living on small 

holdings between 1800 and 1860, as local farmers and planters inherited small fractions of their 

forefathers‘ once moderate-sized plantations, and moreover found that they could neither afford, 
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nor did they need, many slaves. By the eve of the Civil War a majority of local slaves lived on 

units with ten slaves or less. But was their distribution across the county even, or were there 

variations in the density of population groups? And what was the sexual composition of the 

enslaved population in the nineteenth century? 

The precise distribution of the enslaved population in nineteenth-century Fairfax County 

is difficult to ascertain; locating the farms and plantations listed in the census schedules is no 

simple task. The county was divided into two parishes: Truro, which was lower lying and 

bordered the Potomac, and Fairfax, which consisted of the upper western and interior sections. In 

his demographic study of the Fairfax County slave population, historian Donald Sweig found that 

throughout the antebellum period a majority of local slaves were ―clustered‖ in the lower parish 

of Truro, probably along the Potomac River. In 1820, for example, 62 percent of the enslaved 

population lived in Truro Parish. Truro also contained many of the largest and most famous 

slaveholdings — Mount Vernon, Woodlawn, and Ravensworth, to name a few. In 1820, 22 

percent of slaves in Truro Parish lived on holdings with more than forty slaves, compared to only 

6 percent in upper Fairfax Parish.10  

A detailed map of Fairfax County which dates from the Civil War and was used by the 

Army of Northern Virginia also indicates a high concentration of farms and plantations near the 

river, especially within a few miles of Alexandria and along the Accotink Turnpike (which ran 

roughly parallel to the river toward Occoquan in Prince William County). It is unclear, however, 

how many of the farms were in fact slaveholdings, as the local slave population had diminished 

substantially by the Civil War and non-slaveholding farms are indistinguishable from 

slaveholding farms on the map. Several farms were also located near Bailey‘s Crossroads and 

Falls Church (both towns within easy reach of Alexandria and Washington), as well as along the 

northern banks of the Occoquan River (which serves as the southern boundary between Fairfax 

and Prince William Counties). The interior and western sections of Fairfax County — especially 

near Fairfax Court House, Centreville, and Dranesville — appear to have been less densely 

populated. In 1845 one Quaker spoke to a northern man who had bought a farm and settled with 

his family near Dranesville in western Fairfax, and asked him ―what could have induced him to. . . 

settle here on an exhausted soil and in a neighborhood so sparsely inhabited that he must feel the 

want of society.‖ The Quaker further claimed that ―at a distance of 15 or 20 miles from the 

District of Columbia, the traveller finds himself in a wilderness of pines, and journeys for miles 

without seeing a single habitation.‖ The general trend, thus, appears to have been a higher 

population density and larger slaveholdings near the Potomac River, especially near Alexandria 
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and Washington, with inland and western Fairfax County being less densely populated and 

containing smaller slaveholdings.11 

The sexual composition of the enslaved population in nineteenth-century Fairfax County 

appears to have been conducive to family formation, at least in theory. In order to gain an 

understanding of the local sex ratios between enslaved men and women of reproductive age 

(between fourteen and forty-five years old), it is useful to analyze the census data for the years 

1820 and 1850. The reasons are twofold. First, the census returns for these two years allow for an 

easy calculation of sex ratios for the ages mentioned above, contrary to the census returns for 

other years such as 1810 or 1840, both of which list ages in different categories. Moreover, by 

comparing data from 1820 and 1850, any demographic developments over time, if there were any, 

can be detected. The figures present a clear picture. In 1820 there were 2,062 slaves of 

reproductive age living in Fairfax County, of whom 1,073 were male and 989 were female — a 

relatively small difference of eighty-four, meaning that eighty-four males may not have been able 

to secure a spouse within the county. The male/female sex ratio was at that time 1.1. In 1850 the 

sexual composition of the local slave population was even more balanced. Of the 1,468 slaves of 

reproductive age living in the county at that time, 729 were male and 739 were female. The 

male/female sex ratio in 1850 was virtually balanced at 1.0.12  

In sum, slaves in Fairfax County increasingly lived on small slaveholdings over time, and 

slaveholdings tended to be even smaller and more widely scattered as the distance from the 

Potomac River and the city of Washington increased. The slave population was reduced by 47 

percent between 1810 and 1860, but this did not significantly alter the population‘s sexual 

composition, which remained stable and theoretically continued to provide the decreasing number 

of slaves with opportunities to form families. 

 

Building Momentum:  

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

From the outset, exceptionally large slaveholdings dominated the fertile rice country of the 

Carolina lowcountry, which in the eyes of many contemporaries more closely resemble a 

Caribbean slave society than an American one. With time, lowcountry slaveholdings only grew 

larger, especially during the nineteenth century, and nowhere was this growth more pronounced 

than in Georgetown District. At the dawn of the century almost 90 percent of Georgetown‘s 

slaves lived on plantations — most of the rest lived not on farms but rather as domestic servants 

in the village centers. By the time South Carolina seceded from the Union, nearly 70 percent of 
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Georgetown‘s bondspeople lived on holdings which contained more than one hundred slaves. 

Some of these holdings were truly enormous. As mentioned earlier, the estate of Joshua John 

Ward, Georgetown resident and largest slaveholder of the South, counted a slave population of 

1,131 in 1860. His may be an extreme example, but slaveholdings containing hundreds of 

bondspeople were far from uncommon in nineteenth-century Georgetown District.13 

 Table 5.2 illustrates that as early as 1800, slaveholdings in the rice country provided a 

marked contrast with those in northern Virginia.  In Georgetown some 87 percent of the enslaved 

population lived on plantations in 1800, with 44 percent living on one of the thirty-one holdings 

with more than one hundred slaves. Six slaveholdings contained more than two hundred slaves. 

The largest slaveholder in the district at the turn of the century was William Alston, who owned 

no less than 550 bondspeople. In the decade that followed, the size of local slaveholdings made a 

giant leap, for by 1810 some 58 percent of the enslaved population lived on one of forty-three 

plantations containing more than one hundred slaves. Three more plantations contained exactly 

one hundred bondspeople. The number of slaveholdings which contained more than two hundred 

slaves increased from six to fourteen, of which the largest continued to be that of William Alston, 

whose enslaved population now numbered a staggering 710.14 

 The steady increase in local slaveholding size showed few signs of slowing down in the 

middle decades of the antebellum period. In 1820 some 92 percent of the enslaved population 

lived on plantations, and 69 percent lived on one of forty-eight holdings which contained more 

than one hundred slaves. Fifteen plantations contained more than two hundred slaves, nine of 

which contained more than three hundred. William Alston continued to be the largest slaveholder, 

with 715 slaves (an increase of only five slaves in one decade, indicating exceptionally high 

mortality and low fertility rates). He was followed by Elias Horry, who owned 626 slaves. In 

1830 the percentage of slaves that lived on plantations which contained more than one hundred 

slaves decreased slightly from 69 to 67 percent. This may have been the result of estate divisions, 

however, as the number of such holdings increased significantly, from forty-eight to sixty-three. 

Eighteen plantations contained more than two hundred slaves.15 

 By 1840, 70 percent of the Georgetown slave population was concentrated on plantations 

with more than one hundred slaves, with 37 percent living on plantations with more than two 

hundred. Three slaveholders held more than five hundred slaves, the largest being Joshua John 

Ward (with 585). Local slaveholdings underwent their most spectacular expansion and 

consolidation between 1840 and 1850, however, with the year 1850 marking the pinnacle of 

wealth and power among the rice planters of Georgetown District. A decade before the outbreak 

of the Civil War, local rice planters held 74 percent of the enslaved population — in all some  
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13,203 men, women and children —  on plantations with more than one hundred slaves, while 46 

percent lived on the twenty-seven holdings which contained more than two hundred. Joshua John 

Ward nearly doubled his number of slaves in just one decade, from 585 in 1840 to 1,092 in 

1850.16 

 On the eve of secession, the percentage of local slaves living on holdings which 

contained more than one hundred bondspeople had decreased to 69 percent, likely the result of 

estate divisions. However, this still meant that a staggering 12,545 men, women and children 

were held by a mere sixty slaveholders, the largest of whom were the heirs of Ward (1,131 slaves) 

and the former South Carolina governor Robert F. W. Allston (631 slaves). In Georgetown 

District, the six decades between 1800 and 1860 were thus characterized by significant expansion 

and consolidation in slaveholding size. The slave population itself increased by 53 percent, from 

11,816 in 1800 to 18,034 in 1860. Both of these factors provide a stark contrast with northern 

Virginia, where slaveholding size and the slave population shrank over time.17  

A number of factors contributed to the steady increase in slaveholding size during the 

first half of the nineteenth century. Most importantly, the rice industry had always favored 

economies of scale and consistently remained profitable enough to allow for expansion in land 

and slaves, in contrast to the grain industry in Fairfax County. As early as the eighteenth century, 

setting up a rice plantation in the Carolina lowcountry necessitated substantial capital. Large 

tracts of land needed to be acquired, and clearing, draining and damming the swamps was costly, 

as was the acquisition of heavy machinery such as pounding machines. Numerous slaves — as 

many as thirty to forty from the outset — were needed not only to prepare the land for rice 

planting, but also to produce large quantities of rice that would justify the heavy investments 

already made. Slaveholdings in the rice country were therefore already large to begin with, even 

in the eighteenth century.18  

Nineteenth-century rice planters, most of them equipped with inherited wealth and all 

safeguarded by a booming rice industry, continued to make heavy reinvestments and produce rice 

on a large scale, expanding operations whenever possible. Some continued to clear new tracts of 

land and expand the rice industry to its geographic limits. J. Motte Alston, one of the few local 

planters who literally started from scratch in 1840 (with nothing but a 600-acre tract of 

swampland which he had inherited from his grandfather‘s estate), noted in his memoirs that high 

starting costs necessitated economies of scale. Clearing the swampland was ―an expensive 

undertaking. These lands had to be levied, or banked in, to keep out the tide water.‖ Dozens of 

slaves were needed; Alston started with a labor force of eighty enslaved men and women. Steam 

threshing mills, he recalled, cost roughly $8,000 before the Civil War, and new pounding mills 
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could run as high as $20,000. Beginning planters who could not afford such mills had to pay their 

neighbors to thresh and pound their rice for them. However, the lure of immense profits 

convinced starting planters such as Alston that by producing large quantities of rice their 

plantations would soon begin to pay for themselves. Alston recalled nostalgically that a ―tierce‖ 

(600 lbs.) of clean rice could be sold in Charleston for between $16.50 and $30, although ―only 

the very choice ‗head rice‘ brought the last named price.‖ Moreover, it took ―about eighteen or 

twenty bushels of rough rice, i.e., threshed rice, to yield one tierce of clean rice,‖ making 

cultivation on a large scale a necessity. For those who inherited their plantations fully improved 

and with slaves, economies of scale were still necessary, not only to maintain operations and the 

lavish standard of living which they enjoyed, but also of course to increase their wealth even 

more.19 

 Indeed, most antebellum planters in Georgetown District — even those who started their 

careers in debt — amassed a great deal of wealth from their rice operations. According to Robert 

F. W. Allston, ―the profits of a Rice plantation of good size and locality are about eight per cent 

per annum, independent of the privileges and perquisites of the plantation residence.‖ Consider 

again the case of J. Motte Alston, who started from scratch in the winter of 1840-41, having to 

carve his Woodbourne Plantation from a tract of overgrown swampland situated between de 

Waccamaw and Pee Dee Rivers. Coming from a family of wealthy planters, his name was enough 

to secure the necessary credit from a Charleston rice factor to start operations. ―Any amount of 

money I wanted in reason (from $1,000 to $20,000) I could have and no security asked,‖ Alston 

later recalled. ―[At] one time I was $45,000 in debt.‖ However, rice cultivation proved so 

profitable in the decades preceding the Civil War that Alston was easily able to ―return . . . the 

last cent, and before the opening of the war we [the rice planters] were all fairly rich men.‖ By the 

time Alston was ready to retire in 1858 — after just seventeen years as a rice planter — he had 

―accomplished what I had worked for, had paid off a heavy debt of $45,000 and had about 

$135,000 in what was then considered the very best investments in South Carolina.‖ Moreover, 

having had no need to sell any of the eighty slaves he had bought when he began operations, his 

slave population had increased ―from 100 to 150 as the years rolled by.‖20 

 The careers of other rice planters were even more spectacular. Robert F. W. Allston, 

whose father died young and thus failed to amass the fortunes of his neighbors, began in the early 

1820s with an inheritance of only thirty-three slaves and a half share in a Pee Dee rice plantation 

on which, according to historian William Dusinberre, ―everything remained to be done — 

clearing, ditching, draining — before the rich soil would be fit for cultivation.‖  Starting relatively 

small, Allston cleared and brought into cultivation his 370-acre estate on the Pee Dee, purchasing 
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large groups of slaves every few years as his production increased. As early as 1830 Allston was 

listed in the census schedules as the owner of 123 slaves; by 1840 this number had more than 

doubled to 264. Possessing excellent managerial skill and riding the waves of a booming rice 

industry, Allston was able to increase both his acreage and his slave labor force by the hundreds 

in the years that followed.  By 1850, as he embarked upon his most successful decade as a rice 

planter — his 1853 rice crop alone sold for a whopping $43,500, yielding net profits of about 

$35,000 — he owned 401 slaves (fifty-eight of whom he inherited from his aunt in 1840). When 

in 1859 he decided to buy 157 slaves (in two separate groups), his credit was good enough that he 

could issue his own personal notes. By 1860 Allston owned 631 men, women, and children in 

bondage, as well as an additional 119 which he had bought to set his son Benjamin up in the 

planting business. In sum, Allston‘s successful rice operations afforded him the opportunity to 

increase his number of slaves from thirty-three in 1824 to 750 in 1860, only ninety-one of whom 

he acquired through inheritance. By that time Allston had moreover come into the possession of 

no less than seven plantations.21 

 Numerous other examples illustrate the relative ease with which rice planters in 

antebellum Georgetown District expanded their slaveholdings, both by purchasing more slaves 

and whenever possible by allowing their slave populations to increase naturally, despite high 

mortality rates. When Joshua John Ward began his career after his father‘s death in 1828, he had 

one large plantation to his name. In the 1830 census Ward is listed as the owner of 273 slaves, 

already a substantial number. Over the years, however, he ―consistently reinvested his profits in 

more land and more slaves,‖ according to historian George Rogers. By 1840 his slave labor force 

had more than doubled to 585, and during the next decade it peaked at over a thousand. By the 

time of his death in 1853, Ward possessed six plantations (Longwood, Springfield, Brookgreen, 

Prospect Hill, Alderly, and Oryzantia) and 1,092 slaves. A less spectacular — but still impressive 

— example is the career of Sampit River planter John Harleston Read I, who began operations at 

Maryville Plantation in 1811. During the course of his long life as a rice planter, Read managed 

to double his number of slaves. The 1820 census lists Read as the owner of 104 bondspeople. In 

the next decade Read‘s slave population barely increased at all — in 1830 he still only owned 107 

slaves, a testament to the high mortality rates in the lowcountry. By 1840 he owned 142 slaves, 

however, and in 1850 his slave population was up to 206. Along with his slave labor force Read 

also expanded his landholdings, purchasing the neighboring plantations of Oakley, Lucerne, and 

Upton. In short, rice planters in antebellum Georgetown District found numerous opportunities 

for expansion in land and slaves, unlike their counterparts in Fairfax County.22 
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 While slaveholdings in Georgetown District were exceptionally large, most of the slaves 

owned by the largest slaveholders were in fact held on several separate — though often 

neighboring — units. One traveler to the district noted that it was common for ―a gang of three or 

four hundred [slaves to be] divided and settled down upon different parts of the same estate, at a 

convenient distance from each other.‖ Frederika Bremer, a Swedish visitor to the Poinsett 

plantations on the Pee Dee in the early 1850s, wrote that her host held his slaves on separate units 

which appeared ―not to have more than sixty negroes upon them.‖ Dr. Edward Thomas Heriot, 

the owner of 369 slaves, held his slaves on three separate plantations: 115 at Mount Arena, 125 at 

Northhampton, 125 at Dirleton, and four domestic servants at his summer house.23  

The Waccamaw Neck in lower All Saints Parish, a narrow peninsula between de 

Waccamaw River and the Atlantic Ocean, and the wealthiest section of the district, illustrates this 

trend. In 1860, the five southernmost plantations of the peninsula (Michaux, Calais, Strawberry 

Hill, Friendfield, and Marietta), plus four more located nearby (Youngville, Rose Hill, Forlorn 

Hope, and Clifton) were all owned by William Algernon Alston, Jr. Alston held a total of 567 

slaves, but they were spread out over nine units — an average of 63 slaves per unit — although 

the first five and the last three plantations were all adjoining, suggesting that the separate slave 

populations on Alston‘s plantations may have had relatively easy access to one another. Plowden 

Weston held a total of 334 slaves in 1860 on four adjoining plantations (Waterford, Hagley, 

Weehawka, and True Blue). The heirs of Joshua John Ward controlled 1,092 slaves on six 

separate plantations, located up and down the Waccamaw Neck in groups of two. The 335 slaves 

belonging to the estate of John Hyrne Tucker in 1860 were held on two adjoining plantations, 

Litchfield and Willbrook. Research by George Rogers on the Georgetown rice planters of 1850 

indicates that the trend of multiple plantation ownership was also widespread in the other rice 

planting areas of the district — along the Pee Dee, Black, Sampit, and Santee Rivers. In sum, 

slaves owned by the largest slaveholders tended to be held in smaller — though compared to 

Fairfax by no means small — units than the census schedules tend to suggest. Moreover, most 

rice planters tried to consolidate their slaveholdings on adjoining plantations.24 

 The distances between slave villages of different plantations probably varied somewhat 

throughout the district. The rice plantations were all located along waterways, but the lower 

Waccamaw in particular appears to have been more densely populated than the other rivers. The 

Waccamaw Neck thus consistently contained not only the wealthiest plantations and the highest 

concentration of slaves, but also the shortest distances between plantations, indicating a relatively 

close proximity between slave communities. In 1825 there lived on this narrow peninsula, 

twenty-four miles long and nowhere more than four miles wide, some 3,970 slaves (26 percent of 
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the total slave population) on thirty-five plantations. In 1860 there were 4,383 slaves (24 percent 

of the total slave population) on thirty-five plantations. Mills‘ Atlas of Georgetown District, 

surveyed in 1820 and improved in 1825, reveals that especially the southern tip of the peninsula 

contained a cluster of plantations, though many were of course the adjoining units of the same 

owner. Most of these plantations also claimed rice fields on the other side of the river, but the 

slave villages, like the rest of the plantation buildings and outbuildings, were probably located on 

the peninsula. Further north, the distances between plantations were greater; contacts between 

some of the northernmost plantations were even severed by numerous creeks and waterways. J. 

Motte Alston, who set up operations in the northernmost point of the Waccamaw Neck was 

separated from his neighbors‘ slaveholdings by Bull Creek. He recalled in his memoirs: ―Cut off 

as we were from the outer world, there were no passers-by; those who came to Woodbourne came 

to see us. From Waccamaw Neck there was no approach . . . Those who cared enough for us to 

make us visits, of course, had to be invited to remain to dinner or for the night.‖ Reverend 

Alexander Glennie, employed by many Waccamaw planters to preach to the slaves, could indeed 

only reach Woodbourne by river from neighboring Longwood plantation (owned by J. J. Ward), 

recording that ―a boat conveyed us three miles up the river to Woodbourne.‖25  

In other parts of the district the distances between plantations were greater and the slave 

populations likely more isolated. Mills‘ Atlas indicates that plantations along the Pee Dee, Black, 

Sampit and North Santee Rivers were more spread out, often a few miles apart. Moreover, the 

number and density of plantations decreased in direct proportion to their distance from Winyah 

Bay. On both sides of the Black River, which bisects the entire district, there were only about 

twenty-one plantations in 1825, and according to George Rogers some twenty-eight plantations in 

1850. None of these were located further inland than the point at which the Black Mingo Creek 

joins the Black River, a bit more than halfway. Along the Pee Dee, which also traverses the entire 

district, there were approximately twenty plantations in 1825; twenty-one in 1850. These, too, 

were spaced further apart as the distance from Winyah Bay increased, and were moreover owned 

by only nine planting families. The Singleton plantation in the north appears to have been located 

at least eight miles from the nearest neighbor. Frederika Bremer described the Pee Dee plantation 

which she visited in 1853 as a ―solitary, quiet abode; so solitary and quiet, that it almost 

astonishes me to find such an one in this lively, active part of the world, and among those 

company loving people.‖ The memoirs of Elizabeth W. Allston Pringle, who grew up ―next door‖ 

to the Poinsett plantation at which Bremer was a guest, confirm the Swedish traveler‘s 

observation. ―[The] plantations were large,‖ Pringle wrote, ―so the neighbors were not near . . . 

There were Mr. and Mrs. Poinsett at the White House, eight miles south of Chicora [Wood 
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plantation] . . . Mr. and Mrs. Julius Izard Pringle lived at Greenfield, eight miles southwest of us.‖ 

The Sampit and North Santee Rivers provide a similar picture. The trend appears to have been 

shorter distances between plantations near Winyah Bay, especially on the lower Waccamaw Neck, 

with fewer and more widely scattered plantations as the distance from the bay increased.26 

 The sexual composition of the enslaved population in Georgetown District remained 

relatively stable throughout the antebellum period. Census records indicate that in 1820 some 

8,174 slaves (52 percent of the total slave population) were of reproductive age. Of this group, 

4,081 were men and 4,093 were women — a negligible difference of only twelve. The ratio of 

males to females in that year was for all intents and purposes fully balanced at 1.0. The slave 

schedules for 1850 show a widening gap between men and women of reproductive age, though 

nothing approaching gross imbalance in the sexual composition of the local slave population. In 

1850 there were 10,125 slaves of reproductive age (57 percent of the total slave population), of 

whom 4,956 were men and 5,169 were women — a difference of 213. The male/female ratio in 

that year was 0.96. That means that theoretically, over two hundred female slaves of reproductive 

age may have been unable to secure a partner within the county lines in 1850. Out of a total slave 

population of 17,894, however, this still only constituted a little over 1 percent of the population, 

but 4 percent of women of reproductive age.27 

In sum, enslaved people in antebellum Georgetown District increasingly found 

themselves living on especially large plantations which contained numerous slaves, although the 

largest estates were frequently divided into smaller (and often adjoining) units. The largest 

slaveholdings were located in the Winyah Bay area and especially on the Waccamaw Neck, 

where distances between plantations also appear to have been the shortest. Along the other rivers 

in the district, distances between plantations were greater, and slave communities were likely 

more isolated. The sexual composition of the slave population remained stable throughout the 

first half of the nineteenth century, indicating circumstances conducive to family formation. 

 

Skewed Mushroom Growth:  

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

The adoption of sugarcane as a staple crop at the turn of the nineteenth century triggered a 

plantation revolution throughout southern Louisiana, where a classic society with slaves was 

rapidly transformed into a firmly rooted slave society. The evolution of slaveholding size in St. 

James Parish clearly reflects the wider trend in the sugar country as a whole. As early as 1810, 

only fifteen years after De Boré‘s successful experiment, 39 percent of the slave population in St. 
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James lived on plantations rather than on farms. By the outbreak of the Civil War, after decades 

of heavy imports from the older slaveholding states, this percentage had increased to 74 percent 

of the population. Contrary to the Upper South or the Carolina lowcountry, however, St. James 

Parish resembled in many ways a developing slave society. The sugar industry was young, and 

many early sugar planters started with a moderate number of slaves compared to the grandees of 

Georgetown District, who often inherited established plantations with dozens or even hundreds of 

slaves. In St. James, most planters steadily expanded their operations either once their plantations 

began to pay for themselves or when they could secure the necessary extra credit. To be sure, 

local slaveholding size increased tremendously with each passing decade, but it never approached 

the grandeur of Georgetown District. Compared to Fairfax County, however, and indeed the rest 

of the South, the sugar plantations of St. James held vast numbers of bondspeople. If in Fairfax 

County slaveholding size devolved from moderate to small, and in Georgetown District from 

large to larger, in St. James Parish slaveholdings evolved steadily from moderate to large.28 

 Table 5.3 illustrates the steady growth of slaveholding size in the antebellum period. In 

1810, most bondspeople in St. James Parish lived on smallholdings containing twenty slaves or 

less (approximately 62 percent). Only fourteen slaveholdings constituted plantations, although 

these fourteen plantations held 39 percent of the parish‘s slave population. A meager three 

plantations held more than sixty slaves, the largest of which was that of Jacques Roman, with 

seventy-nine. By 1820, however, the mushroom growth of local slaveholding size was clearly 

underway. In that year some 59 percent of the local slave population lived on plantations, the 

number of which had increased from fourteen to forty. Nine of these plantations contained more 

than sixty slaves; three contained more than one hundred. The largest slaveholding was that of 

Francois M. Guerin, with 134 bondspeople. Jacques Roman‘s number of slaves had increased 

from seventy-nine to 112, who were now under the command of his widow. J. Laurent Fabre‘s 

slave population had likewise increased from seventy-six to 102.29 

 By 1830 the percentage of slaves living on plantations had jumped to 69 percent; the 

number of plantations had increased to fifty-nine. Ten slaveholders held approximately 26 

percent of the slave population on plantations which contained more than one hundred slaves. 

The largest slaveholding was Golden Grove, which was bought in the early 1820s (slaves and all) 

from Francois Guerin by brothers R. D. and J. H. Shepherd (the first Anglo-Americans to enter 

the local ranks of grandee slaveholders), and was now run by their younger brother, C. M. 

Shepherd. Golden Grove contained 194 men and women in bondage. The widow of Jacques 

Roman still managed a large number of slaves, some 165 in all. J. Laurent Fabre‘s number of 

slaves had also increased from 102 to 147. By 1840 the percentage of bondspeople living on  
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plantations which contained more than one hundred slaves had shot up again, from 26 percent to 

33 percent. Samuel Fagot, who owned not a single slave in 1830, had by 1840 built his 

Constancia plantation (also known as Uncle Sam) with a vast labor force of 130. For the first time 

a couple of plantations even held more than two hundred slaves. Valcour Aime managed to 

almost double his slave population in just one decade, from 103 in 1830 to 201 in 1840. R. D. 

Shepherd, who inherited his brother‘s share in Golden Grove, owned 262 men and women, 

making him the largest slaveholder in the parish.30 

 The last two decades of the antebellum period were characterized by continued growth in 

local slaveholding size. In 1850 some 34 percent of the slave population lived on units which 

contained more than one hundred slaves, while no less than 15 percent lived on one of the five 

holdings which contained more than two hundred slaves. The largest plantation was owned by an 

absentee planter, one Augustin Delamare, whose 254 slaves were listed in the census schedules as 

being under the management of Delamare‘s ―agent.‖ Valcour Aime had again increased his 

number of slaves, from 201 to 231. Some of the other large plantations were jointly owned and 

operated. One such plantation, run by Armant & Bro., contained 206 slaves. The Duparc Bros. 

owned a plantation with 138 slaves (up from 105 in 1840), and Bruce, Wilkins & Co. owned a 

plantation which contained 122 slaves. By 1860, just one year before the Civil War broke out, 

fully 40 percent of the local slave population lived on plantations containing more than one 

hundred slaves, although the percentage of those living on units with over two hundred slaves had 

dropped from 15 to 9. The widow of Maryland-born Benjamin Winchester was the largest 

slaveholder in the parish, owning 240 bondspeople on her Buena Vista Plantation (up from 196 in 

1850). Next came the Lapice Bros., who jointly owned a plantation which contained 234 slaves. 

Valcour Aime owned 224 slaves (down from 231 in 1850). All in all, local slaveholding size 

increased exponentially during the antebellum period. Whereas in 1810 not a single plantation in 

the parish contained more than eighty slaves, by 1860 some 40 percent of the slave population 

lived on plantations which contained more than one hundred slaves. The absolute number of 

bondspeople in the parish had likewise mushroomed by no less than 363 percent, from 1,755 in 

1810 to 8,128 in 1860. Population growth was often erratic, however, as will become clear 

below.31  

 As in Georgetown District, the evolution of slaveholding size in St. James Parish can be 

explained by the fact that the sugar industry in Louisiana favored economies of scale and 

remained consistently profitable enough to allow for expansion in land and slaves. From the 

outset starting and operation costs in the sugar country were extraordinarily high and only 

increased with time. Planters therefore required increasingly large numbers of slaves to produce 
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enough sugar to justify the expenses.  J. A. Leon claimed in his report on the Louisiana sugar 

industry that ―slave-grown sugar, to be profitable to the planter, must be made on a large scale, 

and therefore requires a large capital . . . Money must be procured to buy negroes, land, 

provisions, materials for extensive buildings, [and] machinery‖. According to one estimate, the 

capital investment for a new sugar plantation in 1800 — based on 100 arpents of land and forty 

slaves — averaged $61,000. In the decades that followed, however, and especially after 1830, 

capital investments increased tremendously. Between 1836 and 1840, Samuel Fagot reportedly 

spent almost $200,000 in order to set up operations on his Constancia plantation, including the 

acquisition of a labor force consisting of 130 slaves. Frederick Law Olmsted was told by a 

Louisiana sugar planter in 1856 that no less than $150,000 should be invested in starting a new 

sugar plantation. As a result, a vast majority of aspiring planters began their careers ―very heavily 

in debt.‖32  

Acquiring land and a slave labor force already required a significant amount of capital, 

but as Leon noted, Louisiana planters had to additionally invest in the hi-tech machinery 

necessary to process cane into granulated sugar and molasses. The precarious nature of sugar 

manufacturing, especially the crop‘s vulnerability to both frosts and rapid spoilage, required 

virtually all sugar planters to invest in a private sugar mill, instead of having their cane processed 

at a neighbor‘s mill (as was often the case with rice in Georgetown District). In the opening 

decades of the nineteenth century, a primitive but effective vertical mill, consisting of three 

wooden rollers and driven by animal power, could be built from local materials, costing the 

planter between $1,000 and $2,000. But after the first steam engines were employed in 1822, the 

costs for constructing and equipping a sugarhouse truly skyrocketed, as did the number of slaves 

planters needed to ensure a return on their investments. Traveler Joseph Holt Ingraham noted in 

1835 that ―it requires almost a fortune to construct [a sugar mill].‖  Another visitor named James 

Stuart, who stayed at a sugar plantation in 1833, was told by his host that the ―sugar-mill on this 

property cost about 12,000 dollars.‖ Between 1830 and 1860, numerous other technological 

improvements, such as the introduction of vacuum pans, steam evaporators, and even refinery 

equipment, made the investment in machinery even more expensive. A visitor to St. James Parish 

in the 1850s claimed that ―on every plantation the sugar house is one of the most prominent 

objects. It would be impossible to give a correct idea of the immense amount of money lavished 

upon these adjuncts to the sugar estate . . .‖ Local planter J. B. Armand spent $51,000 in the 

1840s on a ―complete double effect apparatus, composed principally of four cylindrical 

evaporators.‖ The growing number of jointly owned and operated sugar plantations in St. James 
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Parish during the last three decades of the antebellum period testifies to the exorbitant costs in 

acquiring the most advanced sugar-producing machinery.33  

A perusal of the agricultural census for 1860 indicates that on the eve of the Civil War, 

the average value of sugar-processing equipment alone on the largest plantations in St. James 

Parish (those containing fifty or more slaves) was $21,220, but on some plantations it was as high 

as $55,000. Significantly, the plantations containing the most expensive equipment in 1860 also 

contained the largest numbers of slaves. Constancia plantation, which contained 131 slaves, had 

$55,000 worth of sugar-making machinery in 1860. Golden Grove, which contained 187 slaves 

and was the fourth largest plantation in 1860, had the distinction of being the only plantation in 

the parish with two sugarhouses. The three slaveholdings in the parish which contained more than 

two hundred slaves (those of Madame Winchester, the Lapice Bros., and Aime), all boasted 

expensive new refineries.‖34 

 Despite exorbitant set-up and operation costs, however, it was not uncommon for some 

aspiring planters to start small and gradually expand both their land and slaveholdings over a 

period of several years. Historian J. Carlyle Sitterson, in his classic study of the antebellum sugar 

industry, found that ―although the large farm or plantation became the dominant agricultural unit 

in the southern cane region, small and medium sized cane farms remained significant even until 

the close of the antebellum period.‖ Sitterson added that even after the invention and widespread 

adoption of steam-powered sugar mills in the 1820s and 1830s, small cane farmers often ―clung 

tenaciously‖ to the old-fashioned animal-powered mills, which may have been less efficient, but 

required less capital outlay and thus fewer slaves. Historian Mark Schmitz also argued that in 

antebellum Louisiana, ―not all of the horse power farms were so unsuccessful. Many of them 

merged, switched to steam, or survived with their basic apparatus.‖ And John C. Rodrigue, in his 

study on the transition from slavery to freedom in the Louisiana sugar country, likewise found 

that ―it was not uncommon for an enterprising individual to start small and with a little luck grow 

two or three successful sugar crops that would propel him into the budding upper echelon.‖35  

The number of small cane farms decreased over time, but even as late as the 1850s many 

sugar-producing estates in St. James Parish held significantly fewer slaves than one might expect, 

often between eleven and twenty. In 1850, for example, Benjamin Schexnaydre produced on his 

115-acre estate some fifty-five hogsheads of cane sugar and 3,200 gallons of molasses with only 

twelve slaves.  Schexnaydre‘s sugar-making equipment was valued at $1,000, a very low capital 

investment indeed, indicating that he almost certainly processed his sugar in an old-fashioned 

animal-driven mill. (Significantly, eleven of Schexnaydre‘s slaves were adults. Therefore, the 

number of working hands on his smallholding was much larger — and the value of his slaves 
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much higher — than it would have been on a farm of similar size in Fairfax County, where most 

smallholdings also contained children and thus fewer working hands.) Schexnaydre disappears 

from the slave schedules in 1860, perhaps because of death, emigration, or bankruptcy. Many 

smallholdings in the sugar country were volatile and susceptible to failure. As Ira Berlin has 

pointed out, ―for every aspiring master who climbed into the planter class, dozens failed because 

of undercapitalization, unproductive land, insect infestation, bad weather, or sheer 

incompetence.‖ Whether this was the case with Benjamin Schexnaydre or not, numerous local 

smallholders come and go from the antebellum census schedules, suggesting that not all were 

able or willing to keep their businesses afloat.36  

The career of Andrew Crane provides an example of a relatively successful late-

antebellum sugar planter who began with a limited number of slaves and gradually expanded his 

holdings, despite numerous setbacks. Starting operations in 1849 on a narrow 225-acre tract of 

land, located on the east bank of the Mississippi, Crane had not yet produced his first cane crop 

by 1850. He owned only 9 slaves, consisting of four adult men, three adult women, and one 

twelve-year-old boy. In the years to come, however, he purchased more slaves and began to 

cultivate cane commercially. In 1850 alone, Crane purchased eight slaves at four different 

auctions in New Orleans, including one group of four which cost him $3,325. Within a year two 

of his slaves attempted to run away, burdening him not only with the loss of their labor but also 

the costs for newspaper advertisements and jail fees. Apparently running into financial difficulties 

with his creditors, Crane lost three slave men in April 1852, who were seized by J. Corning and 

Co. and sold at public auction. Still, he managed to stay in business. The 1860 census enumerator 

found Crane just barely slipping into the ranks of the planter class as the owner of twenty-one 

slaves, most of whom were adult males. His sugar-making machinery was valued at $12,000, and 

his production in 1860 consisted of 100 hogsheads of cane sugar in addition to 7,000 gallons of 

molasses. Although most slaveholders in St. James Parish were managing large-scale operations 

by the end of the antebellum period, a number of ambitious cane ―farmers‖ such as Schexnaydre 

and Crane kept average slaveholding size lower than it was in Georgetown District.37 

Like the Carolina lowcountry, but unlike northern Virginia, slave-based agriculture in 

southern Louisiana generally provided numerous opportunities for expansion in slaves. The 

profits procured from the booming sugar industry allowed the more successful smallholders such 

as Crane the opportunity to climb a notch higher in the slaveholding hierarchy, while those who 

entered the business with inherited wealth or in joint partnerships, or had made their fortunes 

elsewhere, were often able to increase their already large numbers of slaves into the hundreds. As 

early as 1800, according to Sitterson, a sugar planter could expect at least a 14.6 percent return 
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per year on his invested capital, allowing him to absolve his debts within a short period of time, 

reinvest in more slaves, and become considerably wealthy. Visitors to the region frequently 

exclaimed that ―those who have attempted the cultivation of the Sugar Cane are making immense 

fortunes . . .‖ Estwick Evans, who visited the sugar country in 1818, claimed that ―the planters 

here derive immense profits from the cultivation of their estates. The yearly income from them is 

from 20,000 to 30,000 dollars.‖ When the Duparc Bros. of St. James took over the family 

plantation in the 1840s, it ―had seen 20 straight years of healthy profits.‖ By the end of the 

antebellum period, the largest sugar planters had become grandees, commanding small armies of 

slaves and living aristocratic lives on estates valued in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. T. B. 

Thorpe, who visited one of the largest plantations in St. James Parish in 1852, reported that his 

host had made a profit of $79,600 that year, after deducting all annual expenses. Some 215 slaves 

lived on the plantation, and the estate was valued at $700,000.38  

Valcour Aime‘s plantation (nicknamed ―Le Petit Versailles‖) provides a good example of 

the profits and expansion in slaves of which local sugar plantations were capable when managed 

wisely. Aime began his career as a sugar planter in 1820 with substantial inherited wealth, which 

allowed him to start operations on a large scale. As early as 1816, when he married the daughter 

of Jacques Roman — one of the largest slaveholders in the parish — his assets already totalled 

$75,000. Together with his wife Josephine‘s dowry, the couple started out with over $94,600. In 

1820, Aime bought a plantation located on the west bank of the Mississippi and adjoining the 

Roman plantation, for the sum of $170,000. The 1820 census lists him as the owner of 48 

bondspeople, consisting of twenty-six adult males, seventeen adult females, and four boys under 

the age of fourteen — most of whom were immediately set to cultivating cane. By 1823 Aime 

was already producing a respectable crop; his 112 hogsheads of sugar sold that year for 

approximately $6,160. From the very beginning he reinvested his profits by regularly adding on 

to his slave labor force. Between 1824 and 1826, he bought several young men in their twenties. 

In 1828, at least five more slaves were added to the plantation. By 1830, Aime had applied steam 

power to his sugarhouse, was producing 395 hogsheads of sugar per year, and owned 103 slaves: 

fifty-three adult males, thirty-five adult females, and fifteen children. In the decade that followed, 

Aime again practically doubled his slave population, which by 1840 consisted of 201 

bondspeople. That year he produced 918 hogsheads of sugar. With a keen eye for increasing 

efficiency, Aime spent over $10,000 on new sugar-making equipment in 1843, and in 1845 he 

even traveled to Cuba in order to inspect Caribbean methods of refinement, which he 

subsequently introduced on his own plantation in St. James. By the time the Civil War broke out 
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in 1861 Aime was producing over a thousand hogsheads of sugar a year and was the master of 

224 slaves. His wealth and lavish lifestyle were legendary throughout Louisiana.39  

Several of Aime‘s peers also consistently increased their slaveholdings during their 

relatively short careers. Jacques Roman, one of the earliest and most successful sugar planters in 

the parish, already owned seventy-nine slaves in 1810. By 1820 his estate held 112 slaves, then 

controlled by his widow, and by 1830 Roman‘s slave population had increased to 165. J. L. Fabre, 

another early planter in St. James Parish, owned seventy-six slaves in 1810. Within a decade his 

slave population had increased to 102, and during the decade that followed it peaked at 147. 

Benjamin Winchester held eighty-two slaves on his Buena Vista Plantation in 1830, of whom 

twenty-six were children under the age of ten. By 1840 he had increased his number of slaves to 

133, and in 1850 he was listed in the census schedules as the master of 196. By the eve of the 

Civil War, Winchester‘s widow held 240 men, women and children in bondage, almost triple 

what her late husband had owned thirty years earlier. Former Louisiana governor A. B. Roman 

increased his number of slaves from 118 in 1850 to 142 in 1860. The list goes on and on.40 

Not all slaveholdings grew with such consistency, however, even on the largest 

plantations. For some, short spurts of population growth were followed by stagnation or even 

decrease, and vice versa. This forces us to problematize the growth of slaveholding size in St. 

James Parish. Samuel Fagot, for example, began operations on his Constancia Plantation with 

some 130 slaves in 1840. By 1850 this number had increased to 156, but during the decade 

preceding the Civil War Fagot‘s slave population shrank back to 131 (at least six slaves 

absconded in 1855). Golden Grove Plantation, owned by the Shepherd brothers, contained 262 

slaves in 1840. By 1850 their slave population had decreased slightly to 249, but a decade later it 

had shrunk considerably to 187. E. J. Forstall held 129 bondspeople in 1850; by 1860 this number 

had been reduced to 103. Other slaveholdings only increased slightly or stayed relatively the 

same. The slave population of George Mather‘s widow, for example, only barely increased 

between 1850 and 1860, from 133 to 139. Even Aime‘s slave population failed to grow between 

1850 and 1860, when it decreased slightly from 231 to 224. What does this tell us about the 

evolution of slaveholdings in St. James Parish, and how can such cases be explained?41 

In the broadest sense, cases of population decrease and low population increase indicate 

that the slave population of St. James Parish often failed to reproduce itself naturally. Many local 

sugar planters were therefore primarily dependent on the expensive domestic slave trade in order 

to expand their slaveholdings, which again points to the immense profits to be made in the sugar 

industry. Michael Tadman has argued that slave populations on sugar plantations throughout the 

Americas — including Louisiana — consistently experienced natural demographic decline. ―The 



171 

 

demographic experience of Louisiana‘s sugar slaves was unique by U.S. standards,‖ according to 

Tadman. Despite substantial increase in slaveholding size, ―the sugar parishes stood out as a 

miserable island of natural decrease in the midst of the otherwise consistent pattern of natural 

increase that stretched across the cotton, tobacco, and rice plantations of the United States.‖ This 

was largely due to a combination of factors, including a gross sexual imbalance among the slave 

population (a topic which will be further discussed below), as well as high mortality and low 

fertility rates, all of which resulted in a shortage of children on most plantations, as discussed in 

chapter three. It was a phenomenon which did not go unnoticed by visitors to the region. Thomas 

Hamilton reported in 1835 that local sugar planters ―must buy to keep up their [slave] stock, and 

this supply principally comes from Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina.‖42  

In St. James Parish in 1850, slave deaths exceeded slave births by 28 percent. In Fairfax 

County, by contrast, births exceeded deaths by 61 percent. The rice plantations had disastrous 

fertility and child mortality rates, but even in Georgetown District births exceeded deaths by 9 

percent, indicating low population growth instead of natural decrease. Moreover, Georgetown 

District at least fit the profile of a slave society with high mortality rates. The slave population 

there increased by only 53 percent during the entire antebellum period, including imports. 

Between 1830 and 1860, it barely increased at all. In St. James Parish, however, the slave 

population increased by 363 percent during the nineteenth century, whereas naturally it should 

have decreased substantially.43 

Slave population growth in St. James was moreover highly erratic in nature. Between 

1810 and 1820, for example, the slave population grew by an extremely high 76 percent, 

suggesting that starting planters gorged at the slave auctions of New Orleans. In the following 

decade it grew again by 63 percent, twice the national average. In the 1830s there appears to have 

been a temporary lull in the slave-buying frenzy, when the population increased by only 13.5 

percent (the national average was 23.8 percent). This may have been partly due to a series of 

restrictive laws passed between 1831 and 1834, which in the wake of the Nat Turner insurrection 

temporarily prohibited slave imports by professional traders. Slaveholding size, however, still 

increased significantly, suggesting that large planters turned to buying out their neighbors until 

the ban was lifted. In the 1840s, imports picked up again and the slave population jumped by 35 

percent. In the decade preceding the Civil War, however, the population again stagnated, growing 

by only 5 percent (compared to the national average of 23.4). Although when one takes into 

account that in 1850 slave deaths exceeded births, even a population increase of 5 percent means 

that in 1860 an estimated 10 percent of the slave population (some 834 slaves) had probably been 

recently imported from outside the parish.44  
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As a result of massive slave imports, triggered by the efficiency of economies of scale in 

sugar production and financed by the spectacular profits which the industry generated, enslaved 

people in St. James Parish increasingly lived on large holdings by the late antebellum period. The 

prevalence of large slaveholdings did not, however, mean that slaves found themselves isolated 

on enormous estates. Indeed, perhaps nowhere else in the South were tracts of land so narrow and 

plantations located so close to each other. The original land grants by both French and Spanish 

colonial governors had been marked out in such a way as to assure settlers frontage on the 

Mississippi River, which bisects the parish and divides it into east and west banks. Tracts 

therefore narrowly fronted the river and extended back at right angles. Single grants measured 

forty arpents in depth; double grants measured eighty arpents (the arpent was the French measure 

of land, equal to 0.85 of an acre). In practice, planters in the late antebellum period increased their 

acreage by clearing the cypress forests behind their estates and bringing that land under 

cultivation as well. Some bought out their neighbors‘ landholdings in order to increase the width 

of  their estates, but in general plantations in St. James Parish remained almost comically narrow 

throughout the nineteenth century. The close proximity of sugar plantations throughout southern 

Louisiana was frequently commented upon by passers-by. Victor Tixier, a visitor to St. James 

Parish, was ―struck by the narrowness of the cultivated fields.‖ Harriet Martineau, traveling north 

by river from New Orleans, wrote: ―All the morning we were passing plantations, and there were 

houses along both banks at short intervals.‖ Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis, the wife of Fairfax 

County slaveholder Lawrence Lewis, remarked on a similar visit to southern Louisiana that ―the 

Houses are so near each other on the river that it looks like a village on each side.‖ And Indiana 

agriculturalist Solon Robinson wrote during a visit to St. James in 1848 that ―all along the [river] 

road, the small Creole places are thick as ‗three in a bed‘ . . . Fancy a farm three rods wide, and 

480 rods deep, and if you like here is a lot on ‘em.‖45 

Several contemporary sources more precisely illustrate just how close these plantations 

were to each other, especially Champomier‘s Statement of the Sugar Crop — which mentions the 

precise distance from New Orleans (by river) of each plantation in the parish — but also Persac‘s 

meticulously surveyed 1858 map of the Mississippi River plantations. In 1846, Champomier 

listed twenty-eight plantations in twenty-one miles on the west bank. On the east bank there were 

thirty-nine plantations in twenty-two miles. Several mile markers counted multiple plantations. At 

mile sixty-six on the east bank, for example, there were three sugar plantations: those of Noel 

Jourdan & Gaudin, Ed. Jacob & Co., and P. & O. Colomb. Ben Winchester‘s plantation on the 

west bank, one of the largest slaveholdings in the parish, contained only twelve arpents (about ten 

acres) of river frontage and was one of three plantations located at mile seventy. Sósthene 
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Roman‘s plantation, another large slaveholding containing ninety-two slaves in 1860, was 

advertised at the end of the Civil War as containing eighteen arpents of river frontage (fifteen 

acres). Persac‘s map illustrates several tracts of land which appear to be little more than slivers. 

These, too, were often sugar plantations. Arnaud LeBourgeois‘s fully-equipped sugar plantation, 

which contained twenty-four slaves in 1860, contained only four arpents (3.5 acres) of river 

frontage; the plantation of Francois Brignac was advertised as measuring a mere 2.25 by eighty 

arpents (two by sixty-eight acres). In short, plantations in St. James Parish were narrow, 

indicating that slave villages between separate plantations were probably located literally within 

sight of one another.46 

As stated above, sugar planters‘ regular dependence on the domestic slave trade in order 

to expand their slaveholdings had much to do with a severe sexual imbalance on most plantations, 

which limited natural population growth among their slaves. They themselves were to blame for 

the sexual imbalance. As numerous scholars have pointed out, sugar planters throughout southern 

Louisiana — and indeed the Americas — preferred slave men to women because of the 

physically exhausting nature of cane cultivation, which they thought men were better able to 

handle than women. Tadman found that on most plantations, ―the demographic problem stemmed 

from the priorities of the sugar planter. Sugar planters, unlike the great majority of [slave] owners, 

calculated that they could maximize profits by continually skewing their labor force toward men.‖ 

According to Ira Berlin, two-thirds of the slaves bought by Louisiana sugar planters were men, 

and Richard Follett has calculated that 70 percent of slaves exported to New Orleans were men. 

Planters in St. James Parish followed the general trend, as is evident from the distorted sex ratios 

for the parish. Whereas in antebellum Fairfax County and Georgetown District the number of 

men and women of reproductive age remained roughly equal, in St. James Parish it never even 

came close. In 1820 some 1,858 slaves were between the ages of fourteen and forty-five. Of these, 

no less than 1,101 (59 percent) were men, while 757 (41 percent) were women. The male/female 

ratio for that year was 1.45. In practice, this meant that for 31 percent of the male slave 

population (344 slave men) there were no suitable marriage partners within the parish. By 1850, 

the situation had even slightly worsened. In that year the census enumerator listed 4,324 slaves of 

reproductive age, 2,619 of whom were men (61 percent), and 1,705 of whom were women (39 

percent). That left a male/female ratio of 1.54 and an exceptionally high surplus of 914 men (35 

percent of the male population). On average, then, marriage was probably only even possible for 

one-third of enslaved men in St. James Parish entered, a situation which did not improve with 

time.47  
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Enslaved people in St. James Parish thus found themselves increasingly living on large 

slaveholdings with each passing decade of the nineteenth century. By the time the Civil War 

broke out, some 40 percent lived on holdings with more than one hundred slaves, although a 

significant number of moderate-sized plantations and even small cane farms kept the average 

slaveholding size lower than it was in Georgetown District. Slave population growth throughout 

the parish, both as a whole and on individual slaveholdings, was mostly the result of imports from 

other regions of the South, and not of natural increase. Plantations were regularly injected with 

new additions to the slave labor force. Sugar planters imported far more slave men than women to 

the parish, resulting in a seriously imbalanced slave population in which about one-third of 

enslaved men may not have been able to find a spouse. Social contact between slaves living on 

different plantations may, however, have been facilitated by the narrowness of local estates, 

which practically eliminated distances between slave villages. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In different communities of the nineteenth-century South, the spatial distribution and sexual 

composition of slave populations reflected the nature of regional agriculture. The limited number 

of bondspeople which grain producers in Fairfax County needed or could afford in the antebellum 

period triggered a significant decline in slaveholding size, as droves of surplus slaves were sold 

South via the domestic slave trade and plantations were reduced to small farms. In Georgetown 

Distrct, where rice production favored economies of scale and consistently remained profitable 

enough to allow for reinvestment in more slaves, the size of local slaveholdings grew during the 

nineteenth century. By the time the Civil War broke out, most slaves in Georgetown lived on 

plantations which contained more than one hundred slaves, and many lived relatively isolated on 

enormous estates. In St. James Parish, where local agriculture also favored economies of scale 

and remained extremely profitable during the antebellum period, slaveholding size likewise grew 

tremendously, mostly as a result of slave imports from other southern states. Plantations 

increasingly contained numerous slaves and were located very close to each other. As a 

developing slave society, however, slaveholdings in St. James on the eve of the Civil War had not 

yet evolved as large as slaveholdings in Georgetown District. The sexual composition of slave 

populations in Fairfax County and Georgetown District were balanced, but in St. James Parish 

sugar planters imported far too many men, resulting in a severe sexual imbalance. 



175 

 

 The social landscapes in all three regions greatly affected the boundaries and 

opportunities with which slaves were confronted when seeking a mate and had far-reaching 

consequences for marriage strategies and the threat of forced separation across time and space. 
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Chapter Six 

Marriage Strategies and Family Formation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Few aspects of slave culture have been the subject of more heated debate than marriage strategies 

and family structures, and indeed much of the historical disagreement concerning slave family 

life, described in the introduction of this book, revolved and continues to revolve around these 

issues. For much of the twentieth century historians of southern slavery accepted the age-old 

myth that there were no real marriage strategies: relationships between enslaved men and women 

had been fleeting and casual affairs, resulting in a preponderance of single mothers and 

unattached men, and slave families were almost exclusively matrifocal in structure. Early 

historians such as Phillips assumed that such behavior was the result of character deficiencies 

among African Americans; in the 1950s scholars such as Stampp and Elkins (like Frazier and 

DuBois before them) attributed family instability to the inhumane system of bondage and the lack 

of legal recognition of slave marriages, which supposedly truncated and discouraged nuclear 

family formation.1   

The myth of the loosely organized slave family was rejected in the 1970s, however, by 

both revisionists and cliometricians. Revisionist historians uncovered ample evidence of stable 

slave marriages and families throughout the South, revealing a resilient determination on the part 

of slaves to weather the storm of bondage in cohesive family groups. In his groundbreaking work, 
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The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom (1976), Herbert Gutman even concluded that despite 

the formidable obstacles with which they were confronted, a vast majority of slaves remarkably 

succeeded in establishing two-parent households. On the other hand, cliometricians such as Fogel 

and Engerman attributed the newly perceived prevalence of two-parent households among the 

slave population to the interference and incentives of profit-minded slaveholders, whose interest 

in encouraging the establishment of cohesive slave families stemmed from their desire to 

discourage flight and increase the labor force through natural reproduction.2  

While revisionists and cliometricians were correct in maintaining that family formation 

among the enslaved was not truncated, however, they exaggerated the prevalence of co-

residential couples. More recent scholarship by historians such as Brenda Stevenson, Larry 

Hudson, Wilma Dunaway, and Emily West, has consistently shown that two-parent households 

were nowhere near universal among American slaves. Yet the extent to which different domestic 

arrangements were adopted by enslaved couples, as well as the causes for such arrangements, are 

still far from clear. Certainly a number of factors influenced slaves‘ marriage choices — 

including of course love and physical attraction, as well as coercion by white masters — but as 

this chapter will show, the different social landscapes in various localities appear to have been at 

the root of their decisions, as the nature of slaveholding in different regions confronted enslaved 

men and women with different boundaries and opportunities for marriage and family formation 

across time and space.3 

In the very simplest terms, slaves could pursue one of two strategies when they sought to 

marry and establish a nuclear family. First, they could choose a spouse from the home plantation, 

in which case they formed co-residential marriages and two-parent households. Second, they 

could marry a slave (or free black) who lived outside of the home plantation, forming cross-

plantation marriages and divided households (frequently called ―broad‖ or ―abroad‖ families). 

Early scholars often mistook the telltale signs of cross-plantation family structure (i.e., single 

mothers and single men) as evidence that relationships between enslaved men and women had 

been casual, but studies from the past thirty years have repeatedly shown that barring forced 

separation, broad marriages were usually quite stable over time. While both types of family 

structure existed in every region and on every plantation of the antebellum South, however, two-

parent households appear to have everywhere been the ideal (if not always the norm), not least 

because co-residential families enjoyed a number of advantages over broad families, the most 

obvious of which was more time to be together. Physically bound by what scholars have called a 

―geography of containment,‖ most slaves, and especially field hands, were prohibited from 

leaving their home plantations or farms during the work week. Naturally, those who under such 
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conditions succeeded in finding partners on their own holdings enjoyed increased family time and 

social support over those who did not. Divided couples, on the other hand, were dependent upon 

permission from their respective masters for limited family contact. In chapter four it was argued 

that two-parent households were also more successful in developing internal economies than 

cross-plantation families.4 

This chapter will examine the nature of slave family formation as determined by 

slaveholding size and sex ratios. How did enslaved people adapt to the physical and demographic 

boundaries of their containment when seeking a mate? What were the consequences for their 

domestic arrangements and family structures? By comparing families in northern Virginia, 

lowcountry South Carolina, and southern Louisiana, this chapter will show that antebellum slaves 

usually strove to create two-parent households whenever possible; however, not all were able to 

realize that ideal, and those that could not adapted their marriage strategies and family lives 

accordingly. 

 

Transcending the Geography of Containment:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Ascertaining slave family structure in northern Virginia or any other region of the antebellum 

South provides a challenge to say the least. Due to insufficient evidence, a thorough quantitative 

analysis of slave family structure for an entire county is virtually impossible, and Fairfax County 

is no exception. Because slave marriages were not legally recognized, few nineteenth-century 

sources document family ties at all. In official sources only the mothers of small children are 

mentioned with anything approaching regularity (especially if they were to be sold together), but 

fathers are only very rarely indicated. Moreover, slave marriages were frequently ruptured, most 

notably by sale and estate divisions, but also by death and sometimes by voluntary separation. 

Elijah Fletcher, for one, observed on Thomson Mason‘s plantation in 1810 that sometimes ―a man 

and woman will make some agreement between themselves . . . till they disagree, and then will 

part.‖ Certainly not all slave marriages ended so abruptly, but the break-up of slave unions, 

whether forced or voluntary, meant that families‘ domestic arrangements were continually being 

established and reestablished over time, making it very tricky for historians to reconstruct family 

ties.5 

Despite these limitations, however, it is possible to provide a qualitative indication of 

how widespread certain types of family structure were by combining data concerning 

slaveholding size and sex ratios with the limited sources that are available. Chapter five 
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concluded that most slaves in Fairfax County consistently lived on relatively small holdings in the 

nineteenth century. The percentage of slaves living on farms which contained twenty slaves or 

less — always a majority — increased markedly during the course of the antebellum period, from 

58 percent in 1810, to 84 percent in 1860. By the eve of the Civil War a comfortable majority (58 

percent) even lived on farms which contained ten slaves or less. Sex ratios among men and 

women of reproductive age remained roughly equal during the antebellum period, theoretically 

making marriage and family formation possible for virtually all slaves. Under such circumstances, 

one might expect two trends: first, that cross-plantation marriages and divided households were 

especially widespread among slaves in Fairfax County (due to a lack of suitable partners on the 

home farm or plantation); and second, that the proportion of divided households increased with 

time (in direct correlation to the decline in local slaveholding size). A perusal of the available 

evidence suggests that these hypotheses are valid.6 

The estate inventories of farms — where the majority of Fairfax County slaves lived 

throughout the antebellum period — provide plenty of indirect evidence of divided households by 

listing what on the surface appear to be single mothers and single men.7  The 1826 inventory of 

George Triplett‘s estate lists ten slaves, all living in female-headed households: Sinah and three 

children, Betty and three children, Mary, and Eliza. Another farmer named Charles Guy 

Broadwater owned two slave mothers with a total of nine children, but the only male living on the 

estate was elderly. Numerous other examples of female-headed households can be found in the 

will books, and by the 1850s they appear with even more frequency. 8  The same goes for 

inventories which indirectly suggest cross-plantation relationships by listing single men who 

obviously lacked suitable prospects on the home farm. Charles Smith owned ten slaves upon his 

death, consisting of one elderly man, four men of working age, and one woman with four children. 

It is unclear whether or not the woman was married to one of the adult men on the farm (they may 

have been her brothers), but for at least three of these men there were certainly no potential 

partners living on the farm. F. L. Lee‘s estate likewise listed six adult men but only two adult 

women with a total of four young sons. And in 1826 Sabret Scott was the owner of three adult 

men and one elderly woman named Milly. For enslaved men living on such small estates cross-

plantation relationships were their only options if they wanted to marry and start a family.9 

Only a handful of estate accounts from small slaveholdings list co-residential family units, 

which suggests that a few slaveholders may have either taken care not to split up families during 

estate divisions or sales, or perhaps even bought their slaves‘ spouses in an effort to keep families 

together. Charles Henderson‘s slaves, for example, consisted of a complete family: Lewis and 

Penny, and their children named Lucy and John. Mastrom Cockerill owned ―Negro John & Lizza, 
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his wife,‖ along with their two children named John and Sophia. Many such co-residential slave 

couples most likely started out as broad couples, but were fortunate enough to have been joined 

through purchase. Inventories which clearly list co-residential families are heavily outweighed, 

however, by inventories which indicate cross-plantation marriages and divided households. 

Moreover, it is important to remember that as adults the children of these co-residential couples 

would have lacked potential partners on the home farm, thereby perpetuating cross-plantation 

family structure among future generations of slaves. The ten slaves who belonged to the estate of 

James Burke in 1826 provide a case in point. Burke‘s slaves consisted of one elderly couple 

(Charles and Patty, both valued at nothing), their daughter Patty with her five children, and 

another daughter named Charlotte with her infant child. Both Patty and Charlotte grew up in a 

household with co-residential parents, but lacking any suitable partners on the farm, both women 

were forced to marry abroad when they came of age.10  

The prevalence of single mothers and single men in the inventories suggests that cross-

plantation marriages and divided households were already widespread among Fairfax County 

slaves during the early decades of the nineteenth century and that they only increased with time. 

Yet it is important to consider that not all single adults in the region were married at any given 

time. The partners of some may have been deceased, sold or otherwise removed from the area, 

but limited evidence suggests that not all slaves desired permanent relationships, including some 

single mothers. Northern reporter James Redpath spoke with one young woman in Fairfax who 

had two small children, but when asked where her husband lived replied ―I‘se not married.‖ 

Elijah Fletcher, the Vermont tutor at Hollin Hall, lamented the ―promiscuous intercourse between 

the sexes and no regard to decency or chastity‖ among the slaves, which often resulted in the 

women having ―as many children as a bitch will puppies.‖ Despite the exaggerations of white 

observers cases of casual sexual relationships were certainly not unknown in the slave South, yet 

they do not appear to have been as widespread as many contemporaries believed. Fletcher himself 

admitted that most slaves in Fairfax County ―pretend to have wives and husbands, but have no 

ceremony in marriage.‖ Indeed, an indicator that most cross-plantation relationships — certainly 

those which resulted in children — were not casual or fleeting is that enslaved people consistently 

availed themselves of opportunities to visit their spouses and family members whenever possible, 

making slaves‘ physical mobility an important factor in family formation and family life in 

northern Virginia. Remarkably little evidence indicates that local slaveholders actively intervened 

to deter cross-plantation courting or marriage among their slaves (although that is not to say that 

it never occurred). On the contrary. While the law did not recognize slave marriages or grant 

slave couples the rights of married people, local slaveholders implicitly accepted their slaves‘ 
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broad relationships and family connections by granting them permission to visit with friends and 

family members across property lines. Instead of deterring social networking, slaveholders simply 

sought to control their slaves‘ mobility and prevent their social lives from interfering with work 

or the established social order.11  

As in the rest of the South, local slaveholders issued written passes — which legalized 

slaves‘ physical mobility between specific locales — for weekend visiting, usually between 

Saturday evenings and Monday mornings, pending good behavior. John and Orvill, two young 

slave men owned by David Wilson Scott in 1820, regularly requested and received passes on 

Saturday evenings to leave the plantation and ―see their friends‖ on a neighboring plantation, 

probably their girlfriends. Sometimes passes were only issued on Sundays. English traveler John 

Davis recorded during his visit to Pohoke plantation in the early 1800s that only ―on the Sabbath 

[are] the negroes at liberty to visit their neighbours.‖ Outside of these designated times, and 

without passes, leaving the plantation or farm was strictly prohibited. The pass system was of 

course far from an attractive arrangement for divided couples. They were only issued for specific 

farms or residences and were only valid for limited amounts of time. As historian Stephanie 

Camp put it: ―Passes gave some bondpeople permission to go to some places some of the time. 

Passes also prevented most enslaved people from going to most places most of the time.‖ For 

those with few other options, however, passes offered the only opportunities to visit with spouses 

or children.12  

The physical movement of slaves across space usually consisted of men traveling on 

Saturday evenings or Sundays to see their wives and children, or girlfriends, at their places of 

residence. That men often went to great lengths to visit their girlfriends and families contradicts 

arguments that they played only an indifferent role in family life when they courted and married 

across plantation lines.13 Indeed, many slave men tried to stay with their wives longer than their 

passes allowed. Some hid out in the neighborhood of their wives‘ residence and remained truant 

for a period of time, while others attempted to escape the South altogether with their wives, 

fleeing a system that kept them apart from their families. Edward Dulin, the owner of Clover Hill, 

advertised the flight of his ―Negro Emmanuel‖ in 1809, emphasizing that Emmanuel ―has a wife 

living in the neighborhood from whom he has removed his clothes [and who has now] also 

absconded‖.  Another truant named Andrew had ―a wife at Mrs. Fendall‘s farm in Fairfax 

County . . . where it is probable he may be harbored by her at night, and skulk about the 

neighboring woods through the day.‖ Townshend Derricks, who ran away in 1857, ―took in his 

company with him his wife Mary, the property of the estate of Caldwell Carr.‖ A northern 

abolitionist society received Derricks as a refugee, but reported that ―the wife was captured and 
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carried back,‖ adding that it ―was particularly with a view of saving [her] that Townshend was 

induced to peril his life, for she (the wife) was not owned by the same party who owned 

Townshend, and was on the eve of being taken by her owners some fifty miles distant into the 

country, where the chances for intercourse between husband and wife would no longer be 

favorable.‖14  

Slaves and slaveowners also left ample evidence of the active role that enslaved men 

played in maintaining family contact across physical boundaries. George Jackson, a northern 

Virginia ex-slave who was interviewed by the Federal Writers‘ Project in the 1930s, claimed that 

during slavery, when his ―father wanted to cum home he had to get a permit from his massa. He 

would only come home on Saturday. He worked on the plantation ‘joinin‘ us. All us chillun and 

my mother belonged to Massa Humphries.‖ One slave from western Fairfax County, upon being 

asked by James Redpath whether or not he was ―a married man,‖ replied that he was ―gwane to 

see my wife now.‖ Redpath added: ―He told me she lived some five or six miles off.‖15 Anne 

Frobel, the daughter of a slaveholder who owned nineteen bondspeople in 1860, recorded in her 

diary at the start of the Civil War that ―Cesar, one of our negro men, has a wife living some three 

or four miles away where he goes every Saturday evening.‖ Charles, another slave who lived on 

the same farm, went to see his wife in Washington one Saturday evening and never returned. And 

the diary of Richard Marshall Scott, Jr., of Bush Hill, mentions several instances of cross-

plantation visiting and broad marriages among his slaves. On 10 July 1849, for example, Scott 

rode his horse ―up to Ravensworth to see my man Joe, who is sick there at his wife‘s.‖16  

A few of Scott‘s slaves were in fact married to free blacks, an arrangement which often 

carried certain advantages with it for both parties. A free black man married to a slave woman 

was spared the burden of having to care for her financially (although his children were legally 

slaves). The slave woman, on the other hand, might hope to eventually be purchased and freed, or 

at least annually hired, by a free black husband. (One free black man from Fairfax County named 

Griffin Dobson purchased his wife and five children in 1852 for the sum of $1200, having gone 

all the way to California to earn enough money to unite his family.) A slave man married to a free 

black woman, which was less common, would have had free children. At Bush Hill there is 

evidence of both types of cross-status marriage, even in the early decades of the nineteenth 

century. In 1824 Richard Marshall Scott, Sr., ―attended the funeral of negro Betty, a free woman, 

wife of my servant Moses.‖ In 1846, a free black man named Thomas Grey, whose wife was 

owned by Scott (Jr.), ―came out to work for me by the month in order to pay the hire of his wife.‖ 

Ellen Ann, another slave on the farm, was the ―wife of David Grey, free negro living near 

Claremont, to whom she is hired.‖17 
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As stated earlier, slaveholding size was not the only factor which influenced slaves‘ 

marriage choices. Love and physical attraction between slaves certainly did not always respect 

the fences which contained them, and some enslaved women — even those who lived on farms 

with a suitable number of prospective partners — purposefully chose husbands who lived on 

other holdings. With the exception of those married to free men, however, this was most likely a 

situation which they felt compelled to tolerate rather than an ideal arrangement. Contrary to the 

assertions of historian Brenda Stevenson, slave women do not appear to have procured many 

―benefits‖ when they married across plantation lines. If anything, the opposite was true. Although 

husbands in northern Virginia often went to considerable lengths to visit their wives and children 

who lived on other slaveholdings, their absence from the family household during the week not 

only disproportionately burdened slave women with domestic and childrearing duties, as was 

made evident in chapters three and four, but it also made them vulnerable to the sexual advances 

of their masters. Incidents of rape were certainly not unusual in northern Virginia. One local slave 

claimed that ―dey was many a little white-skinned nigger baby‖ where he grew up. The high 

proportion of mulatto slaves living Fairfax County during the last decade of the antebellum period 

painfully illustrates the possible consequences of cross-plantation family structure in the area. In 

1850 some 22 percent of the slave population there consisted of mulattoes; by 1860 it was 30 

percent. Although certainly not all mulatto slaves in the county were the direct products of rape 

— the children of mulattoes were also classified as mulattoes, for example, and not all sexual 

relations between white men and slave women were coerced — their unusually strong presence in 

the area, especially compared to regions such as lowcountry South Carolina (see below), suggests 

that slave women with absent husbands were at risk of unwanted attention from white men.18 

Many prominent scholars, including John Blassingame, surmised that enslaved men 

preferred cross-plantation marriages so that they would not have to witness their wives being 

beaten, overworked, raped, or otherwise abused during the week. This would have made 

slaveholding size irrelevant, and may indeed explain some broad marriages, but most sources 

from Fairfax County (and the other counties chosen for this study) do not confirm this view. 

Indeed, the admittedly scant evidence from some of the larger plantations in the early decades of 

the nineteenth century provides enough examples of co-residential couples to suggest that slave 

men availed themselves of the opportunity to marry on the home plantation whenever possible, 

despite the abuses upon their wives which they may have had to witness. A group of runaways 

from Rose Hill plantation in 1804, for example, was described as a complete family consisting of 

Sam, his wife Suckey, their teenage daughter Jane, and ―three small Children.‖ At Sully 

plantation in 1809, one slave named John lived ―with his wife Alice, and their eight children: 
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Patty, Betty, Henry, Charles, John, Margaret, Milly and Frank.‖ Austin Steward, who also grew 

up on a relatively large plantation around the turn of the nineteenth century, spent his early years 

in a ―small cabin‖ which housed his ―father and mother — whose names were Robert and Susan 

Steward — a sister, Mary, and myself.‖ And Bushrod Washington, the master of Mount Vernon 

and more than eighty slaves, advertised in 1811 for a missing slave girl who ―has a father & 

mother living at my farm‖.19  

The 1810 estate inventory of William Fitzhugh, the master of Ravensworth plantation 

and with over two hundred bondspeople the largest slaveholder in the county, provides one of the 

only early-nineteenth-century sources in which a majority of the slaves were listed in household 

groups, allowing for a limited analysis of domestic arrangements. Of the thirty-five households 

recorded in the inventory, at least eighteen consisted of co-residential couples (or the remnants of 

co-residential couples) with or without children, including ten of the thirteen households on the 

main Ravensworth farm of the estate (the plantation was divided into four ―farms‖). One 

household consisted of a single father: Noah lived with his six children, ages one to ten. Since 

slave children were legally the property of their mother‘s owner, it is certain that Noah‘s wife had 

originally lived with them but was since deceased; this family had therefore originally been 

established as a co-residential and two-parent household. Seventeen households on the plantation 

were headed by what appear to have been single mothers, most of them residing on the smaller 

Backlick and Centre farms. Some of these women may have been widows (seven of them were 

over forty years old); a few appear to have had husbands who were listed as singles on other parts 

of the plantation (see below); still others may have had no permanent relationships or had 

husbands who lived on other holdings. George, the husband of one of these women, was 

advertised as a runaway in 1801, having last been spotted ―at one of the Ravensworth Quarters, 

where he has a wife, and from whence he took away all his clothes.‖20  

Finally, a total of sixty-eight slaves were listed and valued singly, a high number indeed. 

Other scholars who have analyzed the Fitzhugh inventory have dismissed these singles as kinless 

or not living in family groups, but this is highly unlikely. The Ravensworth estate had already 

undergone divisions and disruptions in the late eighteenth century, and so it is unclear how many 

families had already been ruptured. But slaves were also often listed singly because they were 

intended to be sold or bequeathed separately from their family members, a common occurrence in 

Fairfax County. Indeed, ten years later Fitzhugh‘s only son and main heir owned 158 slaves, a 

number which matches practically all of those listed as living in households on the estate in 1810. 

Those listed as singles may have therefore simply been set aside to be sold or bequeathed to 

another family member. Twelve ―singles‖ were in fact children aged twelve or under — perhaps 
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orphans, but certainly not kinless or living alone. Several singles were definitely related to each 

other or other families. John Bossee Senior (50), Sarah Bossee (50), and John Bossee Junior (28) 

were undoubtedly husband, wife and son, yet they were all listed singly. Several more singles 

share the surname Bossee, including two teenagers who may have also been the sons of John and 

Sarah. Many other slaves listed singly shared surnames as well, indicating that they were almost 

certainly family. Thirty-three singles were adult men (ages fourteen to forty-five), and many may 

have had wives living on other estates, but it cannot be entirely discounted that a few of these 

men even had wives on the same plantation. Aaron Clarke (30) and Joseph Clarke (30), both 

listed as singles attached to the main Ravensworth farm of the estate, may very well have been 

the husbands of Ailey Clarke (28) and Milly Clarke (30), who were listed as single mothers 

resident on Backlick farm — it is possible that these men were intended to be bequeathed apart 

from their families, or that they were temporarily living and working on the Ravensworth farm 

when local officials came to take inventory. The intricate web of family structure on Fitzhugh‘s 

estate may be impossible to fully unravel, but the number of (originally) co-residential 

households on the plantation was no doubt higher than it appears.21  

The Fitzhugh inventory points to an increased tendency among slaves to establish co-

residential families on larger estates, which suggests that such domestic arrangements were 

probably the ideal for most bondspeople. Indeed, the age difference between some spouses on 

Fitzhugh‘s plantation suggests that slave women sometimes may have preferred to marry 

substantially older men on the home plantation than men closer to their own age on neighboring 

slaveholdings. One slave woman named Nanny was married to a man eighteen years her senior. 

Another woman named Nelly was twenty-five years younger than her husband, Billy Douglass. It 

can be ruled out that Billy was in fact Nelly‘s father, because one of Nelly‘s sons was named 

Billy, Jr. In Fairfax County, as elsewhere in the South, it was common practice among slaves to 

name sons after their fathers, and daughters after their mothers. Specific evidence of this can be 

found throughout the will books.22  

In the records of one relatively large slaveholder, B. R. Davis, naming practices may be 

the only clue available to ascertain slaves‘ family structures. Davis was the owner of seventy 

bondspeople when he died in 1823. The inventory of his estate lists sixteen able-bodied slave men, 

nine mothers with a total of thirty-five children, five women without children (one of whom was 

named after one of the mothers, and was thus undoubtedly her teenage daughter), and five elderly 

slaves. Although Davis‘s slaves are not listed in family groups, it is interesting to note that 

exactly six of the nine mothers had sons whose names matched the names of able-bodied men 

living on the plantation, suggesting that these men may have been the fathers. If so, an unusually 
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high proportion of Davis‘s slaves lived in co-residential households. Moreover, two of the elderly 

slaves were married to each other.23 

Toward the end of the antebellum period large slaveholdings such as those owned by 

William Fitzhugh and B. R. Davis disappeared as slaveholding size shrank to farm proportions. 

Sources from even the largest farms and plantations in the 1850s therefore provide fewer 

examples of co-residential couples than those from the plantations of the 1810s and 1820s. 

Francis Henderson, a refugee in Canada who told interviewers that he grew up on a plantation 

near Washington which had ―about forty slaves on the place,‖ lived in a co-residential family 

consisting of his father, mother, and twelve sisters. Carter Dowling, the slave of Maria Fitzhugh, 

who held more than twenty-five people in bondage, told abolitionists in the northern city to which 

he fled that ―his mother, father, five brothers and six sisters [were] all owned by Miss Fitzhugh, 

[and] formed a strong tie to keep him from going.‖ Carter thus grew up in a co-residential 

household, but the Dowling family was probably originally established on a holding which 

contained more than twenty-five slaves. Maria Fitzhugh inherited her slaves; therefore, Carter‘s 

mother and father had most likely met and married while living on one of the larger Fitzhugh 

plantations which was later broken up — in this case (luckily) keeping Carter‘s family together. 

Former slave Frank Bell, who claimed to have grown up on a relatively large plantation near 

Vienna, lived and worked with his mother, father, and four brothers on the same holding. Bell‘s 

uncle Moses, however, who was the driver on the plantation, was forced to search elsewhere for a 

mate. And with slaveholdings in western Fairfax more scattered than in the vicinity of Alexandria, 

Moses eventually ended up marrying a woman who lived twelve miles away. Bell recounted that 

his uncle ―was married to Aunt Martha, who was a slave on Parson Lipskin‘s farm, down near 

Hamilton Station, ‘bout twelve miles from Vienna. Every Sunday Marser let Uncle Moses take a 

horse an‘ ride down to see his wife an‘ their two chillun, an‘ Sunday night he come riding back; 

sometimes early Monday morning just in time to start de slaves working in de field.‖24 

 The estate inventories of the largest slaveholders at the end of the antebellum period 

generally do not provide enough information to accurately reconstruct family groups. The 

inventory of Dennis Johnston — who, upon his death in 1852, was the largest slaveholder in 

Fairfax County — lists slaves‘ surnames and monetary values, but not their ages, making it 

difficult to precisely identify husbands, wives, and children. Surnames and values do provide 

important clues, however. Among Johnston‘s sixty-one slaves, only four single men had 

surnames which did not match the names of any other slaves; the other fifty-seven slaves 

appeared to be living in one of thirteen family households. Six of these were obviously female-

headed households. Some of the slave families recorded in the inventory were very likely co-
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residential households, however, or had been at one time. The Taylor family consisted of an able-

bodied slave named John ($950), an ―old woman‖ named Lizza ($0), and a male slave named 

George ($100). If George was elderly, he may have been the husband of Lizza — a co-residential 

couple living with their adult son (who may have also had a wife on another estate). If George 

was a child, then he was probably John‘s son from a co-residential wife who was since deceased. 

In the latter case, the Taylor family would have been a three-generational household; either way, 

they were or had once been a co-residential family. The Burrels family may have had a similar 

story. This household consisted of an able-bodied man named Spencer ($800) and another male 

named Stephen ($150). Stephen may have been Spencer‘s elderly father or his small son, but in 

each scenario the family matriarch was probably deceased, indicating that the Burrels had once 

been a co-residential household. Other slave families on Johnston‘s plantation contained adult 

men and women who may have been married or may have been siblings of deceased parents — it 

is impossible to tell for certain.25 

 In general, it appears that slaves in Fairfax County were more likely to form co-

residential households and conjugal unions on large plantations, suggesting that that was probably 

the ideal. With the economic decline in regional agriculture and the shrinking size of local 

slaveholdings over time, however, such domestic arrangements became increasingly difficult to 

establish. By the late antebellum period divided households had become near universal, scattering 

slave families across the landscape. Time, space and the geography of containment in northern 

Virginia confronted slaves with formidable boundaries against family formation; yet it appears 

that enslaved men and women seized their limited opportunities to establish families in the only 

way they could — by seeking each other out across property lines. 

 

Settling Down: 

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

On the expansive rice plantations of the lowcountry, enslaved men and women encountered a 

different framework of boundaries and opportunities when it came to seeking a mate and 

establishing a nuclear family. In the previous chapter it was shown that slaveholdings in 

Georgetown District stood out in the antebellum South for the large numbers of bondspeople 

which they contained. As early as 1810, a majority of enslaved people in the district lived on 

plantations which contained more than one hundred slaves, and 30 percent lived on holdings with 

more than two hundred slaves. The size of local slaveholdings grew consistently over time. At 

their peak of wealth and power in 1850, the rice masters held 74 percent of the local slave 
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population on holdings with more than one hundred slaves and 46 percent on holdings which 

contained more than two hundred slaves. Some estates controlled several hundreds of slaves; one 

counted over a thousand. Moreover, the sex ratio between men and women of reproductive age 

remained relatively balanced between 1800 and 1860. In short, life along the tidal estuaries of 

Georgetown District would appear to have been conducive to slave family formation.26 

 In such a setting it seems reasonable to expect that enslaved people living on the 

antebellum rice plantations would have faired better than their counterparts in northern Virginia 

in establishing co-residential families and two-parent households. Indeed, even some of the 

demographic boundaries which slaves in Georgetown District encountered were probably not as 

formidable as they initially appear. Since many large rice planters owned multiple plantations, a 

large number of slaves no doubt found that the number of potential partners with whom they 

could establish a co-residential household extended beyond the number that lived on the home 

plantation. Joining a husband and wife from separate plantations but owned by the same master 

would have merely entailed a redistribution of labor, after all, not a purchase or sale. Moreover, 

one might expect that enslaved people‘s prospects for co-residential family formation would have 

actually improved over time as a result of the steady the growth of slaveholding size. As the 

following will show, an unusually high proportion of enslaved people in Georgetown District did 

in fact succeed in establishing co-residential families throughout the antebellum period, providing 

a very different picture from northern Virginia and further supporting the theory that such 

arrangements were the ideal for most slaves throughout the antebellum South. 

Most of the probate records for Georgetown District were destroyed during the Civil War, 

and so estate accounts from local slaveholders are few and far between, especially for the early 

decades of the nineteenth century. The lack of official records are in some measure compensated, 

however, by the number of private documents left by masters and overseers who lived and 

worked on the rice plantations. Since plantations in the lowcountry were such large-scale 

enterprises, their operations were generally better documented than the small farms of northern 

Virginia. Slave inventories, account books, ration books, records of births and deaths — all were 

carefully kept by local slaveholders, many of which have survived. Moreover, slaveholders and 

overseers in the lowcountry often recorded family connections among their slaves, if only to 

facilitate keeping track of such large groups of bondspeople. Consequently, the marriage 

strategies and family structure of slaves living on many plantations can be ascertained with 

unusual accuracy. Virtually all sources indicate a strong presence of co-residential slave families. 

 For the early antebellum period, the plantation book left by the McDowell family — 

which roughly covers the first four decades of the nineteenth century — provides an illuminating 
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case in point. Davison McDowell, who inherited his father‘s slaves and ran the plantation until 

his death in 1837, was a relatively large rice planter, like most of his peers; in the census 

schedules of 1830 he was listed as the owner of 111 slaves. Although McDowell‘s slaves are 

nowhere listed in family groups (a definitive inventory was not found for this study), he did 

meticulously record his slaves‘ birthdates into his account book, documenting not only their 

names and years of birth but also their parentage. Of the seventy-six slaves born on the 

McDowell plantation between 1800 and 1830 (not all of whom survived), no less than sixty-three 

(83 percent) were born to co-residential parents, an unusually high proportion. Many co-

residential couples had several children over a long period of time, suggesting remarkably stable 

relationships. Linda and Jack, for example, had seven children; Fena and Southerland, and Juno 

and Manza, each had six. Only eleven slaves (14 percent) were born to single mothers; the 

parentage of two slaves born on the plantation were not recorded at all. In short, from the 

perspective of slave children born on the McDowell estate, the chances of growing up in a two-

parent household were very high indeed.27 

 The inventory of slaves belonging to the estate of Benjamin Allston, Jr., in 1819 indicates 

a similar prevalence of co-residential couples and two-parent households. Of the 132 slaves listed 

in Allston‘s inventory, 113 were grouped into one of seventeen family units, each with a 

collective value. Fourteen of these families (containing a total of 108 slaves, or 82 percent) were 

headed by co-residential couples. One of these families consisted of an adult man named Jacob 

and his son Will, suggesting that Jacob‘s co-residential wife was probably deceased. Only three 

families were undisputedly headed by single mothers, but a few of the multigenerational families 

headed by co-residential couples may have in fact been hiding some single mothers among their 

offspring (although because slaves‘ ages were not recorded, it is impossible to tell for certain). 

Prince ($1) and Venice ($150), most likely elderly, are listed with what appear to be their two 

daughters and their daughters‘ children from possible broad marriages: Grace ($800) and two 

children named Affee ($200) and Pierce ($100); and Diannah ($800) and her children, Prince 

($200) and Cupid ($100). A total of nineteen slaves in the inventory were listed singly, eighteen 

of whom were men or boys, and two of whom were only valued at $1, suggesting that they were 

either elderly or otherwise physically unfit for labor. It is unclear whether any of these single men 

were married to women on other plantations.28 

 The records of other plantation owners from the early nineteenth century confirm the 

trend. A majority of the slaves residing on the plantation of William Lowndes lived in two-parent 

families in 1813, accounting for 163 of his 256 slaves. The slave inventory taken of the Paul D. 

Weston estate in 1837 points to an unusually high percentage of two-parent households among 
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the slave population. Of the thirty-one households listed on his plantation, no less than twenty-

four (containing a total of 127 slaves, or 80 percent) were headed by co-residential couples. Only 

seven households were headed by single mothers (27 slaves, or 17 percent), and four male slaves 

were listed singly.29 

 By the late antebellum period, enormous plantations which held vast numbers of 

bondspeople had become the norm in Georgetown District, and plantation records from the last 

decades before the Civil War broke out provide plenty of evidence that co-residential couples and 

two-parent households were numerous in local slave villages. On Weehaw plantation, which 

contained 265 slaves in 1855, sixty-seven of sixty-nine households were headed by co-residential 

couples.  At White House plantation, owned by Julius Izard Pringle and containing 110 slaves in 

May 1858, fifteen of seventeen households were headed by co-residential couples (although three 

young single mothers were listed under their co-residential parents‘ names).30   On Fairfield 

plantation 81 percent of the slaves lived in two-parent households in 1841; on Dirleton in 1859 it 

was 58 percent; on Northampton in 1853 such households accounted for 86 percent of the slave 

population; on True Blue 73 percent; and on Paul Weston‘s estate in 1860 some 80 percent of the 

slaves lived in households headed by co-residential couples.31 

 Not only plantation records, but other sources indicate that co-residential marriages were 

widespread on the vast estates of late antebellum Georgetown District as well. The Reverend 

Alexander Glennie, who was employed by several rice planters in the Winyah Bay area 

(especially on the Waccamaw) to preach to the slaves, recorded in a parochial report in 1860 that 

the practice of joining enslaved men and women ―together in matrimony‖ was simply ―easier to 

carry out . . . on large plantations in the country, where the parties in almost all cases belong to 

the same owner.‖ Even local runaway slave advertisements provide evidence of co-residential 

family structure, an interesting contrast to Fairfax County. One such advertisement, which ran in 

the Winyah Intelligencer in March 1819, announced the flight of an African slave named Fortune, 

his American-born wife Dinah, and their infant child. Another planter living on the Black River 

advertised the escape of his ―negro man named July, who at the same time carried with him his 

wife Dolly, and their children, Tom, Lizzy, Judy, and Eleanor.‖ In 1830 a carpenter named 

George, owned by one Mrs. Murray, absconded with his daughter Stellah, a field hand. Again, 

since children were legally the property of their mother‘s owners, it is almost certain that 

George‘s wife (and Stellah‘s mother) had originally lived with them but was since deceased.32 

Finally, former slaves from the district recalled growing up with both parents and even 

co-residential grandparents on the same estate. Sabe Rutledge related to interviewers of the 

Federal Writers‘ Project that his father and mother, and his grandfather and grandmother, all lived 



192 

 

on the plantation where he lived as a child. Gabe Lance, born and raised on Sandy Island, told 

interviewers that his ―Pa and Ma‖ were owned by the same master, and that his grandfather was 

the driver on his plantation — again, a resident grandfather living with any of his grandchildren 

meant that he had married a woman from the same plantation. Ben Horry grew up in a two-parent 

household: ―Father dead just before my mother. They stayed right to Brookgreen plantation 

[owned by J. J. Ward] and dead there after they free.‖ William Oliver told interviewers that his 

―Father Caesar Oliver; Mother Janie . . . Had four brother, twelve sister.‖ Likewise, Margaret One 

lived with her mother and father, the latter of whom was the ―principal plantation carpenter‖ on 

Wachesaw Plantation on the Waccamaw River.33 

Not all slaves in Georgetown District succeeded in establishing two-parent households, 

however. Those who lived on holdings which contained less than one hundred slaves (an average 

of 42 percent of the slave population between 1800 and 1830, although many of these lived in 

village centers and not on plantations) would have been harder put to find spouses on the home 

estate. And while evidence suggests that slaves living on the larger plantations found more 

opportunities to marry resident partners, every plantation counted a number of bondsmen and 

women who were forced by the demographic boundaries of the estate to search elsewhere for 

mates.34   

As stated above, eleven of the children born between 1800 and 1830 on the McDowell 

plantation were born to one of nine single mothers. The absent fathers of some of these children 

were specifically recorded: James, born in 1828, was the ―son of Lucy and Robert F. W. Allston‘s 

James‖; Priscilla, born the same year, was the ―daughter of Maria and Henry D. Shaw‘s Joe‖; 

Columbus was the ―son of Libby and W. Coachman‘s Branch‖; and Marcus was the ―son of 

Molly and Dines Oxen (free man).‖  Fourteen of the women living on Charles C. Pinckney‘s 

plantation in 1812 had had children by men from different holdings. One of these women, Moll, 

had had relationships with three different men in succession, all living on different holdings. The 

father of Moll‘s teenaged son named Sam was ―Gen. Rowler‘s Jared‖; but she also had three 

adolescents by ―Wm. Elliott‘s Downy‖, and a small boy (between two and five years old) named 

February, whose father was ―Mr. S. A—‘s Davy‖. Benjamin Allston counted three female-headed 

households and nineteen singles among his slaves in 1819; William Lowndes counted fourteen 

mothers with absent husbands and forty-nine singles; and Paul D. Weston owned seven slave 

women whose husbands lived elsewhere, as well as four single males.35  

 Even in the late antebellum period, when slaveholding size had reached its peak, a 

minority of slaves continued to establish cross-plantation families. At Weehaw plantation in 1855 

two out of sixty-nine family units consisted of female-headed households, and twenty-eight 
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slaves (out of 265) were listed singly. Approximately 19 percent of the slaves living on 

Friendfield plantation in 1841 were either singles or residing in female-headed households. At 

Northampton, such slaves accounted for 14 percent of the population. Even Ben Horry, owned by 

grandee J. J. Ward on the Waccamaw Neck, claimed to have courted a couple of Benjamin 

Allston‘s slave girls as a young man. ―FUSS one I go with name wuz Teena. How many girl? 

Great God! I tell you!  FUSS one Teena; next Candis. Candis best looking but Teena duh largest! 

Go there every Sunday after [Sunday] school. Oatland plantation — belong to Marse Benjamin 

Allston. Stay till sunset. Got to have paper. Got to carry you paper.‖ Neither girl became Horry‘s 

wife, however, and it is unlikely that many of Ward‘s one thousand plus slaves resorted to broad 

marriages. On some plantations, however, broad marriages were more numerous, a reminder that 

the demographic boundaries with which slaves of different owners were confronted were far from 

uniform. At Dirleton plantation in 1859, some 42 percent of the slave population did not live in 

two-parent households, although the abroad husband of one woman named Rose was eventually 

purchased and united with his wife, perhaps through their negotiation. Of the thirty-two children 

born on the plantation of Charles C. Pinckney between 1840 and 1854, fourteen were born into 

female-headed households (almost 44 percent). Most of the broad relationships on Pinckney‘s 

estate were specifically recorded: Rose was born to ―Binah and Dr. Stuart‘s Marcus‖ in 1841, for 

example, and Sary (born in 1852) was the daughter of ―Sophy and Mr. EBL‘s Richard.‖ But 

although the number of slaves who lived in divided households of course varied from plantation 

to plantation, it was almost everywhere consistently lower than the number of slaves who lived in 

co-residential families.36 

 Indeed, a preference for co-residential domestic arrangements among the slave 

population in Georgetown District may have largely protected women from unwanted sexual 

advances by white men, at least compared to Fairfax County. Slaves on the rice plantations lived 

largely isolated from the white population anyway, but even the white overseers appear not to 

have dared meddle with slave women who lived with their husbands. In 1850 the mulattoes of 

Georgetown District amounted to only 0.5 percent of the slave population; in 1860 they formed 

1.3 percent of the population. Many were probably the offspring of mulattoes and not direct 

products of rape, but compared to 22 percent and 30 percent in Fairfax County, respectively, 

slave women were obviously not at great risk in Georgetown. Most of the mulattoes there were 

domestic servants who lived in the county seat and came into the most contact with whites (as 

many as sixty-five of ninety-nine mulattoes in 1850, for example, lived in the city of 

Georgetown). On plantations, mulattoes were rare and often the products of interracial contact 

between white men and the household slaves who waited on them. Ben Horry recalled that one 
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domestic servant named Susan ―had three white chillun. Not WANT em. HAB em. Boy near bout 

clean as them boy of Missus! Tief chillun show up so! Woman overpower!‖ Co-residential family 

structure among most slaves, however, may have prevented such incidents from occurring as 

frequently as they did in Fairfax County.37 

For those who could not find — or chose not to marry — partners on the home plantation, 

however, mobility played a crucial role in courting practices and family formation. Slaves were 

not permitted to be absent from their plantations without written passes, but antebellum sources 

indicate that these were generally granted upon request (pending good behavior and as long as 

their absence did not interfere with work). David Doar, an antebellum rice planter on the Santee, 

recalled that ―those men or women who had wives or husbands on adjoining places were, of 

course, given a pass to visit them.‖ Plowden Weston likewise ordered his overseer to uphold the 

rule that ―no one . . . be absent from the place without a ticket, which is always to be given to 

such as ask for it, and have behaved well.‖ Neither planter specified that these passes were to be 

given exclusively on the weekends; perhaps this was such general practice that no further 

specification was necessary. Evidence from elsewhere in the lowcountry, however, suggests that 

those slaves who managed to finish their tasks by the early afternoon may have sometimes been 

afforded the opportunity to visit their girlfriends or wives on other holdings during the week. Sam 

Polite, born on St. Helena Island of a cross-plantation marriage, told WPA interviewers that 

―w‘en wuk done, [a slave man could] visit his wife on odder plantation. Hab pass, so patrol won‘t 

git um.‖38  

A handful of late antebellum sources indicate that many lowcountry planters only 

reluctantly granted their slaves permission to court across plantation lines, preferring for their 

bondspeople to find spouses on the home plantation whenever possible. Sam Mitchell, who was 

enslaved on Lady‘s Island, recalled that his master ―didn‘t like for his slaves to marry slaves on 

another person‘s plantation, but if you did that then you had to get a pass to visit your wife.‖ 

Frederick Law Olmsted reported of a rice planter in the Georgia lowcountry that ―Mr. X does not 

absolutely refuse to allow his negroes to ‗marry off the place‘ . . . but he discourages intercourse, 

as much as possible, between his negroes and those of other plantations; and they are generally 

satisfied to choose from among themselves.‖ Such evidence suggests that as opportunities to 

establish co-residential families in the lowcountry increased, they not only remained the ideal 

arrangements among most slaves, but among slaveholders as well, who no doubt felt uneasy 

about allowing their slaves to move about the landscape unsupervised during their free time. Even 

slaveholders could not ignore the demographic boundaries of their plantations, however, which 

always left some enslaved men and women without potential mates.39 
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It is interesting to note that many slaves in Georgetown District who courted or married 

across plantation lines stayed within the immediate vicinity of their home estates. In other words, 

slaveholdings were large enough that if slaves did not find a spouse on the home estate, they 

generally succeeded in finding partners who lived on neighboring plantations. Considering the 

distances between slaveholdings in many areas of the district, choosing a spouse who lived as 

close as possible would have been especially advantageous, as it would have reduced travel time 

and increased families‘ time to spend together. Doar specifically referred to slaves who had 

―wives or husbands on adjoining plantations,‖ as if that was the most obvious choice for slaves 

who sought to marry across property lines. The slave mothers whose cross-plantation marriages 

were recorded by Pee Dee planter McDowell also testify to this tendency. Lucy bore a child by 

Robert F. W. Allston‘s slave James, who at the time lived ―next door‖ to the McDowell 

plantation, just over a mile away by river. Likewise, Libby bore a child by W. Coachman‘s slave 

named Branch, who lived two plantations to the north (approximately three miles by river). 

Plowden Weston‘s rules required ―all persons coming from the Proprietor‟s other places [to] 

show their tickets to the Overseer, who should sign his name on the back.‖ The latter suggests 

that the slaves of planters who owned multiple plantations often courted slaves who lived on the 

master‘s other (usually adjoining) estates, no doubt because the chances of establishing a co-

residential household were higher in such cases.40 

 Interplantation visiting created a web of social networks which connected virtually all 

slaves to some extent, as even members of co-residential families requested passes to visit with 

friends and extended kin. For some, however, such networks provided the lifeline between 

themselves and their spouses and children who lived beyond the boundaries of the home 

plantation. Limited evidence of broad social networks can be found in some of the runaway slave 

advertisements for the early nineteenth century. In 1819 a carpenter apprentice in Georgetown 

village absconded and was presumed to be hiding out ―on Mr. Kinloch‘s plantation, where he has 

a wife.‖ In May 1829 the owner of a vessel which was docked at Georgetown advertised the 

flight of his slave named Paulladore, who ―has a wife on Mr. H. D. Pinckney‘s plantation near 

Georgetown, where it is supposed he will be harbored.‖ John Allston advertised for the 

apprehension of his slave Adam, whom he had bought at an estate sale on the Santee, adding that 

―he has relations at Dr. Lynch‘s Peach Tree place (South Santee), and at Miss Bowman‘s, North 

Santee, and is generally acquainted in Georgetown District.‖ It is unclear whether or not Adam 

had a wife or girlfriend on the plantations where he was suspected to be hiding, but such cases 

illustrate the extent of social networking between neighboring slave communities. Enslaved men 
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and women with few or unattractive prospects for marriage on the home plantation tapped into 

such networks in search of a mate.41  

Such slaves appear to have been in the minority, however. Throughout the nineteenth 

century in Georgetown District, numerous enslaved men and women were afforded opportunities 

to marry partners on the home plantation and establish co-residential and two-parent households 

— opportunities which they appear to have actively seized. Unions between husbands and wives 

moreover appear to have been relatively stable on the rice plantations, as couples lived together 

and had several children over long periods of time. Cases of voluntary separation, such as Robert 

Allston‘s slaves Doctor and Sammy, both of whom left their wives (the first because of his wife‘s 

infidelity, the second for unknown reasons), were rare. All in all, snapshots of slave family 

structure and living arrangements on the immense rice plantations provide a marked contrast to 

those on the small farms of antebellum Fairfax County, further supporting the theory that co-

residential marriages were the ideal, if not always a possibility, for most slaves.42 

 

Unequal Opportunities:  

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

Marriage strategies and family structure among enslaved people living in St. James Parish reflect 

the skewed demographic consequences of the nineteenth-century sugar boom. The nature of 

slaveholding size in the parish differed from that in Fairfax County and Georgetown District. 

Cane cultivation generated fantastic wealth and stimulated rapid growth in slaveholding size, but 

in many ways southern Louisiana still found itself in the developing stages of a plantation 

economy. As stated in chapter five, astronomically high starting costs in the sugar industry forced 

many would-be planters to begin operations with a limited number of slaves, gradually expanding 

their labor force after they had produced a few respectable crops and paid off some of their 

heavier debts. Some failed and went under. In 1810, with the sugar industry still in its infancy, a 

majority of slaves in St. James lived on farms which contained twenty slaves or less; in 1860 a 

quarter of them still did. On the other hand, local planters who succeeded in expanding their 

operations during the course of a few decades, or who had access to substantial capital to begin 

with, such as Valcour Aime, Benjamin Winchester, John Burnside, and most of the joint ventures, 

were able to start operations on a larger scale and quickly achieve the status of grandees by the 

outbreak of the Civil War. Whereas in 1810 not a single plantation contained more than eighty 

slaves, by 1860 some 40 percent of the enslaved population lived on holdings which contained 

more than one hundred slaves (9 percent lived on holdings with more than two hundred slaves).43  
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 Over time, slaveholding size and sex ratios in antebellum St. James Parish confronted 

enslaved men and women seeking to establish nuclear families with a number of unique, yet 

unequal, boundaries and opportunities. It seems reasonable to expect that especially in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century, finding a spouse on the home estate may have been difficult 

for many, as slaveholding size was moderate and the sugar industry still in its infancy. As the 

sugar boom gained momentum in the late antebellum period, however, one might expect 

opportunities for co-residential domestic arrangements to have increased with time for most 

slaves, although disproportionately more for women than for men. The latter faced the greatest 

challenge in establishing formal families at all, whether co-residential or not.  

In chapter five it was shown that in 1820 some 59 percent of enslaved people between the 

ages of fourteen and forty-five consisted of men, leaving at least 344 men of reproductive age 

without potential mates. Sugar planters desired strong, able-bodied men to perform the exhausting 

work of cane cultivation, and their purchasing habits quickly resulted in a male majority. 

Certainly some early planters with wiser business instincts than their peers recognized the long-

term advantages of purchasing more women, which would encourage family formation and 

increase the slave labor force naturally.  The Duparc brothers and their business partner Locoul, 

for example, felt that something needed to be done in the 1820s about the demographic imbalance 

on their jointly owned and operated plantation, which contained sixty men and thirty-two women. 

They purchased thirty slave women to ensure an adequate future labor force, and, according to 

Laura Locoul Gore, who grew up on the plantation, ―by the 1840s, Duparc Frères & Locoul was 

awash in slave children.‖ Their neighbors were less insightful, however, and the male majority 

remained a structural problem. By 1850, after decades of massive imports, the percentage of 

males of reproductive age had actually increased slightly to 61 percent, and the aggregate male 

surplus had reached an all-time high of 914. Throughout the antebellum period, family formation 

was  thus consistently truncated for about one-third of the male slave population, as is evident 

from a wide variety of sources.44  

 Slave inventories, both in the St. James Parish probate records and elsewhere, provide 

numerous examples of the demographic boundaries which adult males on individual 

slaveholdings faced. The plantation owned by Fabre & Fabre in 1828, for example, which 

contained fifty-three slaves, included twenty-six men of reproductive age but only ten women. 

The estate of John P. V. Dauphin in 1837 counted sixteen men of reproductive age but only five 

women. And W. P. Welham‘s Homestead plantation contained thirty-nine men of reproductive 

age in 1860, but twenty-seven women. Bound to plantations which lacked a sufficient number of 

potential mates, and surrounded by slaveholdings with similar demographic compositions, 
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enslaved men in the sugar parishes competed fiercely for the attention of the limited number of 

available women, a situation which not only put young women under considerable pressure but 

also inevitably led to conflicts between male rivals. One historian argued that drivers on the sugar 

plantations were often forced to intervene ―to prevent possible trouble between two rivals for a 

likely looking girl.‖ Francis and Theresa Pulszky, who visited the sugar parishes in the 1850s, 

were told by one slaveholder that fighting was a major problem among slave men: ―They would 

stab one another, if we did not interfere with the whip.‖45  

 Such conflicts were the logical result of an imbalance between the harsh demographic 

realities of the sugar region and the desire of most male slaves to find companionship and 

establish families. While many men were probably informally ―adopted‖ into the households of 

others, establishing extended networks based upon fictive kinship, most lamented their failure to 

marry. When correspondent Frederick Law Olmsted, who visited the sugar parishes in the 1850s,  

asked a thirty-three-year-old slave who had never been married what he would do if he was freed 

from bondage, the man replied that ―de fus thing I‘d do, I‘d get me a wife; den, I‘d take her to my 

house, and I would live with her dar; and I would raise things in my garden, and take ‘em to New 

Orleans, and sell ‘em dar, in de market. Dat‘s de way I would live, if I was free.‖ When freedom 

finally came, thousands of men — confronted with few prospects for marriage in their home 

parishes — took to the road. Historian John C. Rodrigue, who extensively studied the transition 

from slavery to freedom in the Louisiana sugar parishes, found that ―the apparent lack of familial 

attachment among many male slaves had important repercussions after emancipation: the 

preponderance of single, unattached young men would contribute to what planters viewed as the 

unstable and transient character of their labor forces under free labor.‖46 

Indeed, one could argue that the large numbers of unattached men in the sugar parishes 

contributed to the relatively unstable and transient character of their labor forces under slavery as 

well. A perusal of runaway slave advertisements for St. James Parish illustrates this point.  

Runaways among restless young men there were frequent, but unlike in Fairfax County, where 

runaways and truant men were usually suspected of lurking about near their wives‘ places of 

residence, cross-plantation marriages are almost never recorded in the advertisements for slave 

men from St. James Parish, probably because these men were not married. When six young slaves 

— Sam, Peter, Residence, Thomas, Joseph, and Philip, ranging in age from seventeen to twenty-

seven — absconded from the Duparc plantation in 1816, the advertisement which subsequently 

ran in the Louisiana Courier mentioned no family ties at all, only a reward of $200. In June 1855, 

five men (ages nineteen to thirty) ran away from Samuel Fagot‘s plantation, and another twenty-

five-year-old man named Ned absconded from G. F. Roman‘s estate. None were suspected of 
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hiding out near another plantation where they may have had wives. Former slave James Conner, 

who ―saw some hard times on the [sugar] plantation‖ from which he escaped in 1857 at the age of 

forty-three, did not mention to northern interviewers that he had ever been married or broken any 

family ties when he fled Louisiana. Such cases are fairly typical for the region.47 

As in northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina, however, evidence from large 

and moderate-sized plantations in St. James Parish indicates that enslaved men who were 

fortunate enough to find a mate among the local slave population often availed themselves of the 

opportunity to marry women from their own plantations, establishing co-residential families 

whenever possible. But uncovering the evolution of local slave family structure over time is 

difficult, as most sources from the parish which indicate family structure date from the last two 

decades of the antebellum period — a period of massive imports and dramatic growth in 

slaveholding size. For the opening decades of the nineteenth century, when the sugar industry was 

still developing and slaveholding size was more moderate, evidence of slave family structure is 

unfortunately scarce; most slave inventories from this period simply list slaves‘ names and 

respective values, indicating no family ties. Still, in the fragmentary sources that are available in 

the early probate records, there is evidence of co-residential couples living on plantations of 

various sizes.  

The records of Michel Cantrelle, who with sixty slaves was the fourth-largest slaveholder 

in the parish in 1810, mention a number of co-residential slave families, one of which he had 

bought in a complete family group. In February of 1810 Cantrelle‘s records mention a ―famille 

d‘Esclaves‖ which he had acquired for the bargain price of $655 from F. Blanchard. Other 

miscellaneous papers record the collective values of two co-residential slave families living on 

the plantation in 1810: Cesar, Helene, and their four children ($1500); and Philipe, Jacinta, and 

their three children ($1000). Elsewhere in the Cantrelle estate records is evidence that in 1816 one 

Bartholome Congo (aged 30) was married to Maria Congo (35). It is uncertain whether or not this 

last couple had children.48  

Cantrelle was a relatively large slaveholder at the time, but surprisingly a number of two-

parent households appear in the records of even modest estates in St. James Parish. Due to the 

large number of imports and purchases on even small and moderate-sized slaveholdings, 

opportunities to establish co-residential families were probably better in the sugar country than on 

farms and plantations of a similar size in Virginia, because less slaves would have been related to 

each other. The slave population in St. James shot up by 76 percent between 1810 and 1820, and 

again by 63 percent in the decade that followed. By the 1830s there is more evidence of two-

parent households among the slave population. On the relatively small plantation of sugar planter 
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Daniel Blouin, who owned thirty-four bondspeople upon his death in 1831, a number of examples 

can be found of co-residential couples living with their minor children. Augustin (aged 35) and 

Adzire (33) lived with their four youngest children (ranging in age from two to nine). Likewise, 

Bazile (35) and Petty (40) resided with their six youngest children (ages one to nine). In the 

succession papers of Joseph Melancon, who owned thirty slaves in 1837, there is evidence of at 

least three co-residential slave couples living with their children. Interestingly, all three of these 

couples were intercultural: Levoille was a Louisiana-born slave (―creole‖) married to Marie, who 

had been imported from the Congo; William, an ―American‖ (imported from one of the Anglo-

American slave states),  was married to Finne, a creole; and Abraham, also an ―American‖, was 

likewise married to a creole woman named Jemima. Even on the miniscule sugar farm owned by 

Jean Baptiste Chastant, which contained eight slaves in 1833, six of the eight bondspeople 

consisted of one co-residential family. (The other two slaves included a single adult man, ―a good 

field hand‖, and a woman named Pandora, who was worth only $50 and thus probably elderly.)49 

From the third decade of the nineteenth century on, sources which indicate co-residential 

family structure among the slave population are far more numerous. At the 1840 estate sale of 

one deceased planter some fifty-one slaves were advertised; almost half of these slaves were 

single men (twenty-four), but nearly all of the rest (at least twenty-two) were living in co-

residential family units, including one widower named Ben (aged 50) living with his son Petit 

Ben (20). Some of the young singles may have also been the sons of Ben, but their family 

relations were not recorded. George Mather, who owned 113 slaves upon his death in 1837, was 

one of the largest planters of the parish. The probate records concerning the settlement of his 

estate list most of these slaves in family groups, a majority of which were headed by two parents. 

Thirty adult men and women were listed as co-residential couples, and a total of forty slaves 

(children and young adults) were described as the offspring of these couples. In other words, 

seventy slaves out of 113 (62 percent) were living in co-residential family groups, although this 

does not include the single adult sons of some couples, nor some of these couples‘ grandchildren 

by a few unmarried teenage daughters.50  

By the final years of the antebellum period, when local slaveholdings had reached their 

greatest size, co-residential families in St. James Parish were clearly widespread. In 1852 the 

sugar plantation of grandee P. M. Lapice contained 256 slaves, of whom at least 156 (or 61 

percent) were living in two-parent households. A total of twenty-five families are listed in the 

1860 slave inventory of W. P. Welham‘s plantation, which contained 125 slaves, and no less than 

twenty of these families were headed by co-residential couples. Of the thirty-four children under 

ten years of age that were listed in an 1855 slave inventory of Constancia plantation, owned by 
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Samuel Fagot, at least twenty-five (74 percent) were born into two-parent households. Records 

from 1865 indicate that 74 percent of the ninety-nine freedmen who stayed on to work for Fagot‘s 

widow after emancipation were living in co-residential family units and had been during slavery 

as well. Buena Vista plantation, owned by Benjamin Winchester and later run by his widow, also 

contained a majority of two-parent households among its slaves. Records from the Freedmen‘s 

Bureau in 1865 list the surnames and ages of the plantation‘s 160 residents (all of whom had been 

formerly owned by the Winchesters and had always lived on the estate), allowing for conjectured 

family reconstruction. At least twenty-one households were headed by two parents or widowers, 

accounting for ninety-nine slaves (62 percent). The husband of one fifty-five-year-old woman 

named Bettsy had originally resided on the plantation, but in 1865 was serving a stint in the army. 

Wilton plantation, which contained 152 slaves upon emancipation in 1865, contained forty-one 

households headed by two parents or widowers, three female-headed households, eighteen single 

men and three (childless) single women. Even on the moderate-sized Webre plantation, where 

only thirty-one adult slaves were resident upon emancipation, eighteen consisted of co-residential 

couples; fourteen were single men and two appear to have been single women.51  

Records from the plantation owned by Benjamin Tureaud, who held more than two 

hundred slaves in the 1850s, do not directly indicate family structure, but Tureaud‘s accounts 

with his own slaves suggest that apart from a preponderance of single men, co-residential 

households were the norm on his estate as well. In his account books Tureaud listed each able-

bodied slave individually, along with their purchases and credits at the plantation commissary. 

While men‘s accounts are full of purchases and credits, the accounts of most women are 

noticeably empty, most likely because they purchased and sold goods under their husbands‘ 

accounts, a common practice in the sugar country. This indicates co-residential family structure. 

Of the sixty adult slave women listed in Tureaud‘s account book, fifty-three had nothing listed 

under their names. Two of the seven women who did were elderly, perhaps widows. Under the 

men‘s accounts, however, purchases were recorded that were obviously meant for their wives 

and/or children. David Rock bought two pairs of shoes in one day, presumably for himself and his 

wife or child; George Cane bought a dress for his wife; Sampson also bought a dress for his wife; 

Willis bought a pair of children‘s shoes; and Yolle bought four pairs of shoes for his family.52 

Historian Ann Patton Malone estimated that between 1810 and 1864 an average of 49 

percent of slaves in the Louisiana sugar parishes lived in two-parent households. The individual 

plantation records of some slaveholders in St. James Parish suggest perhaps an even higher 

average, but other qualitative sources also confirm that co-residential arrangements were at least 

widespread on the sugar plantations in the late antebellum period. The overseer on the enormous 
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Houmas plantation, which straddled the border between St. James and Ascension parishes, 

regularly recorded evidence of two-parent households, with entries in the plantation diary such as 

―Sam‘s family quite well‖ [after illness]; and ―Grace Nott had twins last night . . . I call them 

Peter and Grace after their mother and father.‖ One local planter instructed his overseers to not 

only allow co-residential family formation among the slaves, but also to discourage divorce, 

requiring men and women who wished to part to give one month‘s notice and forbidding them 

from remarrying ―without agreeing to receive 25 lashes laid on.‖ Travelers also frequently 

mentioned the existence of co-residential families. When Francis and Theresa Pulszky asked an 

enslaved woman on the plantation they visited whether or not she was married, the woman 

replied: ―Oui, mon mari est dans les champs.‖ William Howard Russell, upon entering the cabin 

of one enslaved man on Alfred Roman‘s plantation in St. James Parish, found the man‘s wife 

―smoking a pipe by the ashes on the hearth, blear-eyed, low-browed, and morose‖, as well as the 

co-residential couple‘s young daughter, ―some four years of age.‖ While visiting one of the 

Burnside plantations, Russell spoke to an elderly African slave named Boatswain, ―who lived 

with his old wife in a wooden hut close by the margin of the Mississippi.‖53  

Finally, former slaves from the sugar country overwhelmingly claimed to have grown up 

in two-parent households. Fred Brown grew up on a plantation on the west bank of the 

Mississippi which contained his ―pappy, mammy and three brudders and one sister, Julia, and six 

cousins.‖ Catherine Cornelius recalled to interviewers that on the cane plantation where she was 

raised ―my ma and pa and de whole family was dere too.‖ Gracie Stafford, born enslaved on 

Myrtle Grove Plantation in St. James Parish, related that her entire family had been owned by 

White and Trufant; after the war, her ―ma and pa took us children to Grand Prairie, and that‘s 

where I growed up.‖ Elizabeth Ross Hite claimed that her co-residential ―mother and father came 

from Richmond, Virginia‖, raising two sons and two daughters in Louisiana. She added that 

―some of dem darkies didn‘t care about master, preacher, or nobody. They just went and got 

married, married deyselves. Don‘t know how dey did it, but dey did it dough!‖ On the other hand, 

Daffney Johnson said that while her mother and father lived together and had children on the 

plantation to which they were bound, they never had any kind of wedding ceremony: ―They never 

did marry like de people do now‘days.‖54 

Two-parent households were clearly widespread in St. James Parish by the end of the 

antebellum period, yet not all slave families were established by co-residential couples. During 

the early decades one might presume that cross-plantation arrangements would have been 

common, as slaveholding size in the sugar parishes never approached the grandeur of the 

lowcountry; the proportion of slaves living on sugar ―farms‖ containing twenty slaves or less 
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ranged from a high of 62 percent in 1810 to a low of 26 percent in 1860. However, the surplus of 

adult males on most holdings, even small holdings, along with the high percentage of imports, 

seems to have limited the necessity for cross-plantation marriage among most enslaved women. 

These last two factors, which did not play a significant role in either Fairfax County or 

Georgetown District, may explain why clear indications of broad marriages in St. James Parish do 

not appear in the records with as much frequency, although they were far from absent. Ann Patton 

Malone estimated that an average of 24 percent of slaves in the sugar parishes lived in cross-

plantation households; for St. James this estimate may be valid, but evidence is admittedly 

fragmentary.55 

 In various slave inventories of local slaveholders throughout the nineteenth century, 

limited indications of what appear to be single mothers can be found, although the prevalence of 

sources for the late antebellum period make the reconstruction of developments over time very 

difficult. For the early decades of the antebellum period, sources are often vague and misleading. 

Succession papers from the estate of relatively large slaveholder Michel Cantrelle, for example, 

record what appear to be several single mothers in 1816, including Maria Juana, the mother of a 

girl named Juana; a woman named Marion, who had four children; Theresa, the mother of a girl 

named Magdalena; and a pregnant woman named Francisca. It is unclear, however, whether or 

not these women were married to men from the same estate, which may well have been the case, 

especially with the preponderance of adult men. Their husbands may have also been deceased, 

which — considering mortality rates — would not have been unusual even for parents of small 

children. The probate records of other slaveholders, large and small, similarly record what on the 

surface appear to be female-headed households. At the estate sale of Felicité Bourgeois in 1823 

seven adult slaves were sold, including a thirty-two-year-old woman named Louise with her two 

daughters, aged twelve and three. Two young mothers are listed in the slave inventory of Daniel 

Blouin‘s estate in 1831: Therése (aged 28) with three children, and Manon (21) with her infant 

child. Whether or not these were women who chose not to maintain relationships with the fathers 

of their children, or were widows, or were even married to men on the same estate, is simply 

unclear.56 

 This is not to suggest that broad families and female-headed households did not exist, 

however. Inventories which date from the latter decades of the antebellum period contain better 

evidence of cross-plantation relationships (although this does not indicate that such arrangements 

were more prevalent then than in the early nineteenth century). In the 1837 estate inventory of 

George Mather‘s plantation, whose 113 slaves were listed in family groups, eighteen small 

children (under the age of ten) were listed under one of eleven single mothers. It should be noted, 
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however, that five of these mothers were in fact young women under the age of twenty who were 

still living in their parents‘ households — their babies were likely the products of premarital 

sexual activity (probably with resident young men) rather than broad marriages. For instance, the 

household of Raphael and Rachel included five teenage daughters, three of whom had babies. 

One of them, Patsey, was only thirteen years old. Historian Richard Follett found in his study of 

slavery in the Louisiana sugar country that teenage pregnancies were especially prevalent, 

possibly as a result of increased sexual pressure from the predominately male community. Casual 

sexual liaisons between unmarried men and women may have helped to alleviate tensions among 

the male majority; some women indeed chose not to marry at all, preferring a more permissive 

sexual life instead. On Mather‘s plantation the other single mothers were adult women who 

appear to have been maintaining stable relationships with men from other holdings, however. 

Suckey, a thirty-year-old woman who also lived in the same cabin as her mother and father, had 

three children ranging in age from eight to six months old. Thirty-five-year-old Benedicté had 

five children, aged eighteen months, six, nine, fifteen, and twenty. And Betsy, aged forty-five, 

had five children between twelve and twenty-five years of age. With such steady childbearing it is 

likely that all of these women were married to men from other holdings.57 

 Plantation records from the final years before freedom also indicate some broad 

marriages. The plantation of P. M. Lapice counted approximately eleven female-headed 

households, despite a large number of unattached resident men. Such households accounted for 

forty-three slaves, although some of these women were probably widows and not necessarily 

married to men from other holdings. Two of them were in their seventies and living with their 

adult sons, another was fifty, and a fourth was forty-four. Samuel Fagot‘s Constancia plantation 

counted five female-headed households in 1855, accounting for a total of nine children (or 26 

percent of the children born on the estate). On the Welham plantation in 1860, five of twenty 

families (accounting for 17 percent of the slave population) were headed by women whose 

husbands did not live on the estate. (Zoé, a thirty-six-year-old mother of six, had a free black 

husband, a carpenter named Jean. For her, the advantages of having a free husband no doubt 

outweighed the advantages of having a co-residential slave husband.) Two of these women, 

Clemence and Eliza, had husbands on the Callouet plantation; Victoire‘s husband was not 

mentioned (she had recently died, leaving her five children orphans); and Phine (a childless 

woman) had a husband named William on the LeBourgeois estate.58 

 A handful of other sources also provide evidence of female-headed households and broad 

families in the sugar parishes. A letter to planter Jean Baptiste Landry from a man named George 

Jones, who was temporarily hiring one of Landry‘s slaves, informed the slaveholder that ―your 
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boy Scipio, who has a wife at the McCollam place . . . has been accused of improper conduct 

recently, which render it improper for him to [go] to [that] place until it is explained.‖ Victor 

Tixier recorded during his visit to St. James Parish in the early 1840s that ―it often happens that a 

Negress has for a husband a slave of a neighboring plantation.‖ Former bondswoman Annie 

Flowers told interviewers that she was ―just a small child when my mother was set free.‖ She did 

not mention having a father on the estate, although perhaps her mother was a widow or had never 

been married. Steven Duncan also failed to mention a resident father, recalling simply that when 

the Yankees came to liberate the slaves his ―mother was in the quarters.‖ And Solomon Northup, 

who was regularly hired out to the sugar plantations of southern Louisiana, claimed that in the 

sugar country there were many cases in which ―the wife does not belong to the same plantation 

with the husband‖.59 

 For those enslaved people in St. James Parish who courted and married across property 

lines, transcending the geography of containment was regulated by the pass system, as it was in 

the rest of the South.  At the Minor plantation in Ascension Parish, a typical estate for the region, 

prospective overseers were instructed ―not [to] allow the negroes to go off the plantation without 

a pass nor must he allow negroes to come on the place without a pass, & must require them to 

present themselves & passes to him before going into the quarters or anywhere about the place.‖ 

Another planter wrote of one of his slave men who had a broad family that he had ―no objection 

to the Boy visiting his wife once a week‖. Former slave Hunton Love, who was born in 1840 and 

was a grown man by the time the Civil War broke out, recalled to interviewers that he and his 

fellow bondsmen ―didn‘t leave the plantation often . . . But if we did go, we had to have a pass or 

we‘d be taken up. They was strick in those days.‖ And Solomon Northup wrote that slave men 

who had wives on other estates were usually ―permitted to visit her on Saturday nights, if the 

distance is not too far.‖60  

 Northup‘s comment touches upon an interesting point, namely that slaves who did marry 

across property lines sought partners who lived close by, usually on adjoining plantations, as was 

the case in Georgetown District. Tixier reported that slave women in St. James often had 

husbands who lived on ―neighboring plantations.‖ Unlike their counterparts in the lowcountry, 

however, slaves in St. James Parish enjoyed the advantage of living on such narrow estates that 

travel distances between neighboring slave quarters were probably reduced to a matter of minutes. 

The broad marriages recorded in the above mentioned Welham plantation inventory provide a 

case in point. Clemence and Eliza both had husbands who lived on the estate of J. B. Callouer, 

who according to Persac‘s meticulously surveyed map of the Mississippi River plantations in 

1858 lived only a few acres to the north, literally next door, on a narrow sliver of land. Phine, the 
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childless slave woman, found her husband William living on Belmont plantation, owned by the 

LeBourgeois family and located immediately to the south — again, at a stone‘s throw. Indeed, so 

close were the slave villages of neighboring plantations that night visiting, though forbidden, 

occurred frequently. J. Carlyle Sitterson, in his study of the sugar plantations in southern 

Louisiana, found that during the week, when permission for men to visit their wives on other 

plantations was denied them, ―they went anyway.‖ On the McCollam plantation in neighboring 

Lafourche, even the women went night visiting. In 1845 the mistress of the estate put a chain 

around the ankle of one woman named Esther, to prevent her from ―running about at night.‖61  

 While interplantaion visiting may have been common, little evidence suggests that cross-

plantation marriages overwhelmingly prevailed in St. James Parish or elsewhere in the sugar 

country during the antebellum period, which supports the research of Ann Malone. The 

proportion of mulattoes in the slave population — a possible indicator of absent fathers — cannot 

be accurately calculated from the census schedules because most slaves in the parish had been 

imported from regions such as Virginia, where mulattoes were already substantial in number. 

Single women were always at risk of course, and a few sources do reveal instances of 

miscegenation, perhaps partly due to the absence of husbands. During a visit to John Burnside‘s 

plantation William Howard Russell noticed that some of the slave children were ―exceedingly 

fair,‖ while the overseer ―murmered something about the overseers before Mr. Burnside‘s time 

being rather a bad lot.‖ Yet it does not appear that such cases were as prevalent in St. James 

Parish as they were in Fairfax County, perhaps because co-residential households in the former 

region were more numerous. Opportunities to marry at all were limited, of course, with one-third 

of young males failing to find a spouse; however, among those enslaved men and women who did 

succeed in establishing families, most appear to have chosen partners from the home plantation. 

Even on relatively modest plantations, co-residential families were common due to the 

preponderance of imports and the male surplus, which provided women with ample opportunities 

find a mate on the home place. In short, the most formidable boundaries for slaves seeking to 

establish nuclear families disproportionately burdened men; most women availed themselves of 

the opportunities to establish two-parent households when it was possible.62 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout the South in the antebellum period enslaved people married and established simple 

families, often going to great lengths — under difficult circumstances — to do so. Yet their 

marriage strategies and family structures differed across time and space, depending on the types 
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of demographic and geographic boundaries and opportunities with which they were confronted. 

Cross-plantation marriages and broad families could be found in each of the three regions chosen 

for this study, for example, but they were especially prevalent in northern Virginia, where 

opportunities for slaves to marry partners on the home place were severely limited, and indeed 

gradually worsened over time. Likewise, co-residential couples and two-parent households could 

be found throughout the non-cotton South, yet they appear to have prevailed in regions such as 

the South Carolina lowcountry and the Louisiana sugar country, where opportunities to marry 

resident mates were more plentiful. Finally, while each region counted singles among its 

respective slave population, only in St. James Parish did the demographic composition of the 

slave labor force consistently prevent substantial numbers of enslaved men from establishing 

nuclear families at all.  

The marriage strategies and family structures of slaves living in Fairfax County, 

Georgetown District, and St. James Parish thus differed by degrees. Yet the nature of family 

formation in each region suggests that co-residential households were the ideal domestic 

arrangements for most slaves. They were not feasible for all bondspeople, however, and where 

they were not, enslaved men and women strove to adapt themselves accordingly, establishing 

nuclear families which transcended the geography of containment. How stable these families 

were in the long run, and how susceptible they were to forced separation, is the subject of the next 

chapter. 
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Introduction 

 
 
Family formation among slaves did not guarantee that these families would always remain intact, 

whatever their structure, whether co-residential or not. Like all families of all times and places, 

slave families in the American South were not static social units, but rather evolved and devolved 

over time, constantly changing as unions were established and then broken, and as members were 

added and then lost. Unlike most families, however, the loss of slave family members was not 

limited to such factors as death or voluntary migration (running away, in the slaves‘ case): the 

dissolution of slave families was often the result of their being forcibly ―torn asunder‖ by their 

owners. Indeed, more than any other aspect of bondage, it is the countless stories of family 

members being forcibly separated that have haunted the collective conscience to this day, and 

most scholars and non-scholars alike would agree that this was the greatest tragedy of American 

slavery. 

 No slave family in the antebellum South was completely safeguarded from the prospect 

of forced separation, but scholars have long disagreed about the extent of family break-ups and 

even the methods of forced separation. Much of the debate has centered around long-distance sale. 

Fogel and Engerman argued in Time on the Cross, for example, that  long-distance sales only 

accounted for 16 percent of the total interregional migration of slaves in the antebellum period 
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(the rest came from planter migration) and thus 2 percent of dissolved marriages. Their 

methodology and results, which were based on the New Orleans market (an unusual one for the 

antebellum South) were most aptly criticized by Michael Tadman, who demonstrated in 

Speculators and Slaves that long-distance sales accounted for 60 percent of interregional slave 

migration and destroyed approximately one in three first marriages; it also separated one in five 

slave children from both parents. The domestic slave trade did not form the only threat to slave 

families, however — estate divisions, local sales and long-term hiring also disrupted domestic 

arrangements and the nature of family contact. 1   

Time and place mattered with respect to all of these methods of forced separation, and 

upon closer inspection it appears that families in particular regions were more at risk than others. 

The specific labor demands and nature of slaveholding in various localities could make forced 

separation a vague yet real possibility, or a constantly recurring nightmare. In an attempt to shed 

light upon the long-term stability of slave families in northern Virginia, lowcountry South 

Carolina, and southern Louisiana, respectively, this chapter will examine the extent to which 

family bonds were forcibly ruptured, particularly by estate divisions, sale (local and long 

distance), and long-term hiring. In the following it will become clear that the boundaries which 

inhibited long-term stability among slave families, and the opportunities available to either avoid 

or soften the blow of forced separation, differed across time and space according to the nature of 

slave-based agriculture. 

 

The Looming Threat:  

Fairfax County, Virginia 

 

Most slave families in antebellum Fairfax County were forcibly separated from the outset. As 

shown in chapter six, the dwindling size of local slaveholdings created a social landscape in 

which cross-plantation marriages among slaves were especially prevalent. With slave-based 

agriculture in decline, however, cross-plantation families found themselves highly at risk of 

becoming even more scattered, while co-residential families saw their relative stability regularly 

threatened by potential ruptures. In slave quarters throughout the county enslaved people lived in 

anxiety of the almost inevitable possibility that they would one day be forcibly removed from 

family members. Opportunities to prevent it from happening were few, but when scattered locally 

slaves often went to extraordinary lengths to maintain contact with their loved ones, employing 

familiar methods to transcend physical boundaries. 
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Estate divisions in particular confronted local enslaved people with formidable obstacles 

to maintaining stable domestic arrangements and social relationships, and predictably the death of 

a slaveholder usually wrought havoc in the slave quarters. As stated in chapter five, 

primogeniture law was no longer practiced in the nineteenth century; the property of the deceased 

was therefore divided more or less equally among several heirs, and slaves, as one local historian 

aptly put it, ―were first and foremost property to be treated with other accumulated property such 

as livestock or household belongings.‖ This was true throughout the South, but because of the 

unusually small number of slaves living on most holdings in northern Virginia, severing at least 

some family ties during estate divisions was practically unavoidable. In antebellum Fairfax the 

forced separation of family members during estate divisions was the rule, not the exception, and it 

only worsened over time.2 

 Families who lived on farms, as most slaves did, were particularly at risk. Joshua 

Buckley owned only eight slaves upon his death in 1821: three men, one woman named Fann, 

and her four children. With exactly eight heirs, however, Buckley‘s slaves were all separated 

from each other, including Fann‘s four small children from their mother. In 1825 James Turley 

also bequeathed his seven slaves, consisting of a complete co-residential family, to his seven 

children, separating them all from each other. The three female-headed families owned by Peter 

Coulter likewise failed to escape forced separation. In his last will and testament, Coulter 

specified that his daughter Margaret receive ―a negro woman call‘d Mary & all her increase 

except a negro boy called William.‖ His daughter Cordelia was to receive ―one negro woman 

call‘d Rachael & all her increase except Eliza, Winny & Joseph.‖ And John Coulter, the only 

male heir, was to inherit ―old Jinny, her son James, little Mary, Hannah & all her increase, also a 

negro boy called Joe.‖ Joe was presumably Joseph, the above-mentioned son of Rachael. Finally, 

Coulter specified his wish that the remaining slaves, Henry, William, Eliza and Winny — the 

latter three being the son and daughters of Mary and Rachael, respectively — be sold in order to 

pay off his outstanding debts. Such cases appear in the will books with staggering frequency and 

appear even more frequently in the late antebellum period, when most slaveholdings had shrunk 

to miniscule proportions. 3 

 The owners of plantations were often in a better position to keep at least some family 

members together during estate divisions, especially in the early decades of the nineteenth 

century when a few holdings were still relatively large. Approximately 71 percent of the two 

hundred plus slaves owned by William Fitzhugh, discussed in chapter six, were appraised and 

bequeathed to his heirs in family lots (although the large number of slaves listed singly in 

Fitzhugh‘s estate inventory, including some children and adults with shared surnames, suggests 
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that for one reason or another not all family ties were kept intact). B. R. Davis owned seventy 

slaves upon his death in 1823, thirty-one of whom were divided into eight lots and bequeathed to 

his heirs, including four mothers who were bequeathed along with their small children. However, 

the other thirty-nine slaves resident on Davis‘ estate were seized by his creditors, again including 

five mothers with small children. They were all sold at public auction; no requests to keep 

families intact were mentioned. By the 1850s it was even more difficult to keep families intact 

when dividing plantations, as by then the largest holdings barely deserved the name. Sinah Lee 

owned thirty slaves upon her death, but with no less than eleven heirs the breakup of families in 

her case was inevitable. One young woman named Sall was bequeathed separately from her 

mother and sister; two young mothers named Eliza and Mima each lost two children; and the four 

members of the Laws family were all separated from each other.  4  

Especially in the early nineteenth century manumission was still perceived by a number 

slaveholders as a viable and socially acceptable way of getting rid of surplus slaves, and some 

local slaveholders followed their neighbor George Washington‘s example in freeing at least some 

of their ―people‖ in their wills. Others devised arrangements for term slavery. In the 1820s, for 

example, Levy Stone commanded his heirs to ―liberate and set free all my said slaves‖ as soon 

after his death as possible, as did Robert Gunnell. Ann Boggess expressed her desire to ―set free, 

manumit and release from all servitude‖ her slave named Daffney; Daffney‘s daughter was to 

serve until the age of eighteen, her eldest son until he was twenty-one, and her youngest son, who 

was mentally handicapped, was to serve his mother (in bondage, curiously enough) for life. 

William Watters had already promised his young slaves their freedom while he was still alive: for 

the men when they turned twenty-five, and for the women when they turned twenty-one. In his 

will he specified that if any still be in bondage upon his death, however, they were immediately to 

be set free, probably so as not to encumber his heirs with the financial burdens of their care. By 

the 1850s manumissions were less common, but certainly not unheard of. One P. J. Reid ordered 

his heirs to ―take the Negroes to Penn[sylvani]a, where they will be Free.‖5  

In short, some slaves exited bondage when their masters died. Ironically, however, 

manumission may have actually perpetuated forced separation in many cases, as a Virginia law 

from 1806 demanded the removal of manumitted slaves from the state. For those with family 

members still in bondage — especially cross-plantation families — freedom may have therefore 

been bittersweet. One young Fairfax County slave told reporter James Redpath that he would like 

to be free only if the law would allow him to stay in the area. ―But it won‘t ‗low me,‖ he 

lamented. ―I would have to go to Canada, or somewhere‘s else . . . [and] my mother has no other 

child but me.‖ In fact, many freed slaves took up residence in the District of Columbia in order to 
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remain close by, hoping to one day save up enough money to buy their family members out of 

slavery. A few managed to actually do so.6 

 Slave families were not passive when faced with the prospect of forced separation 

through an estate division. Threatened with the establishment of physical boundaries between 

themselves and their family members, slaves often attempted to negotiate with the heirs of their 

masters to be bequeathed together, or at least with their youngest children. They were obviously 

not always (or even often) successful, but the few cases in which slaves were bequeathed along 

with family members may very well have been the result of such negotiations. One cross-

plantation family managed not only to be united upon the deaths of their owners, but even to be 

emancipated in 1803. ―Negro George‖, owned by one Compton, was bequeathed upon his 

master‘s death to his son, John Compton, with whom George probably grew up. When the master 

of George‘s broad wife and two sons died as well, George convinced his new master to buy his 

family; they were all subsequently granted their freedom. In 1836, a slave woman named Susan 

convinced her master to bequeath both herself and her daughter to her free husband, Benjamin 

Bronson, thereby uniting a divided family. When slaves were manumitted by their master‘s will 

— a vital step toward obtaining the freedom of other family members — they defended 

themselves against greedy heirs who would keep them in bondage. In 1820, for example, two 

enslaved men named Phill and Simon, who had been promised their freedom by their master, 

were sold by the heirs of the estate. Somehow the two men managed to avoid deportation and get 

their case brought before the county court, whereupon their sale was declared null and void and 

the men were ―liberated thereby.‖7 

 Opportunities to prevent dispersal were rare and often ineffective, but when families were 

scattered locally, as they often were upon estate divisions, they softened the blow of separation by 

maintaining contact across property lines, visiting each other on the weekends. Some risked 

truancy to spend more time with their families. Harriet Williams, who absconded in 1855, was 

suspected of hiding out in Washington, where ―she has relations.‖ An advertisement for a 

runaway named Daniel Solomon hinted that he had extensive ―relations in Fairfax County and the 

District.‖ Nelly Williams was suspected of having run to any one of her ―relatives and 

acquaintances in Washington, Georgetown, Baltimore, Dumfries and Stafford court house Va.‖ 

Baltimore and Stafford were certainly not close — family members who were removed beyond a 

radius of ten to fifteen miles could not be visited with regularity, but even then some slaves struck 

deals with their masters to traverse great distances to see them. Nelly Shanks, an elderly slave at 

Bush Hill, was separated from her daughter Clarissa and her grandchildren in an estate division, 

the latter being sent to Farmington, some one hundred miles distant. In October 1827, Clarissa 
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obtained special permission from her master to travel all the way to Fairfax County with her 

husband and three youngest children in order to see her mother. Such cases demonstrate that 

whenever possible slaves attempted to make the best of a bad situation by seizing opportunities to 

maintain family contact.8 

With slave-based agriculture in decline, however, and the number of slaves that could 

efficiently be employed in mixed farming limited, it is perhaps unsurprising that the heirs of 

Fairfax County slaveholders did not always wish to hold on to their inherited bondspeople. Upon 

estate divisions slave sales were the order of the day, as local residents quickly converted their 

inheritance into cash. This enabled them to pay off debts and spared them the financial burdens of 

having to maintain surplus slaves; in the process, however, they ruptured countless slaves‘ family 

ties.  

Many such transactions were local affairs, with slaves being sold at local auctions to new 

masters in northern Virginia or Washington. Evidence of this can be found for the entire 

antebellum period. The eight slaves owned by Edward Blackburn were sold by his heirs to four 

different local buyers, two mothers being sold along with one infant each. Eight of the eleven 

slaves attached to the estate of John Summers were also sold to six different local buyers — again, 

two mothers were each sold together with only their youngest child. A slave family owned by the 

heirs of Wormley Carter, consisting of an elderly woman, a man and his wife, and their two 

young children, were sold to three local buyers.  The man and his wife were sold to one William 

Weir, their two children to Catherine Lane, and the elderly woman to Robert Robinson. Such 

cases appear with frequency in the estate accounts of Fairfax County slaveholders.  The 

Alexandria Gazette is also full of advertisements placed by ―commissioners‖ and ―trustees‖, 

announcing the local sales of slaves from the estates of deceased slaveholders. The following 

advertisement, which ran in the winter of 1851, was fairly typical: ―FOR SALE . . . 9 likely 

NEGROES, of various ages, consisting of men, women and children, and who belong to the 

estate of Richard S. Windsor, late of Fairfax County, deceased.‖ No provisions to keep family 

members together were specified.9 

As stated above, Fairfax County slaves had methods of keeping contact with family 

members who had been sold locally. On the weekends they requested and received passes to visit 

those who had been removed to other holdings. Therefore, the result of local sales, like local 

estate divisions, was often not the destruction of slaves‘ family ties, but rather the destruction of 

their domestic arrangements. Co-residential families were turned into cross-plantation families, 

and cross-plantation families became even more scattered across the landscape. The real danger 

in local slaveholders‘ eagerness to rid themselves of surplus slaves, however, lie in the prospect 
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of being sold to interstate traders and sent to the Deep South, where able-bodied slaves could 

command higher prices but where they would never see their family members again.  

Indeed, the rise of cotton presented the most significant threat to slave family stability in 

the Upper South. The insatiable demand for labor in the southern interior, combined with the 

abolition of the Atlantic slave trade in 1808, neatly dovetailed with the interests of slaveholders in 

struggling and overstocked regions where the demand for slave labor was diminishing. The 

increasingly national market for slaves in antebellum America precipitated, in the words of 

economic historian Lewis Cecil Gray, a massive ―shift of slave population from the older planting 

regions — particularly the border states — to the newer planting regions in the lower South.‖ 

Calculating the extent and impact of this ―shift of population‖ has fueled a long and drawn-out 

debate among historians, but the most recent estimates by Steven Deyle suggest that between 

1820 and 1860 some 875,000 slaves were forcibly removed from the Upper South, between 60 

and 70 percent of whom were transported via the domestic slave trade. Along with this massive 

forced migration came unspeakable loss for slave families in the exporting states. Michael 

Tadman has estimated that the domestic slave trade probably destroyed one in three first slave 

marriages in the Upper South; the proportion of children separated from at least one parent may 

have also been as high as one in three, and that of children separated from both parents one in five. 

Families in Fairfax County were particularly at risk because the lure of some of the South‘s most 

notorious interstate slave traders was so temptingly close by — Franklin & Armfield; Price, Birch 

& Co.; John W. Smith; E. P. Legg;  and Joseph Bruin, among others, all operated from nearby 

Alexandria and Washington. Along with Baltimore, these cities became ―the very seat and 

center‖ of the domestic slave trade in the antebellum United States.10 

Population data indicates that large numbers of slaves were forcibly removed from 

Fairfax County during the antebellum period. As stated in chapter five, census returns show that 

the local slave population was reduced by no less than 47 percent between 1810 and 1860 — not 

in relative numbers, but in absolute numbers. If projected population growth is taken into account, 

the decline was in fact much greater. In the decade preceding the Civil War, for example, the 

slave population declined by only 2 percent, but considering local mortality rates and birthrates 

during the 1850s the real decline was probably more like 16 percent.11  

It is important to consider that not all of these slaves were sold — a few were 

emancipated and many others were forced to migrate west with their masters, especially in the 

early decades of the nineteenth century. Between 1810 and 1830 several leading Fairfax County 

families departed for such beckoning destinations as Kentucky and Ohio, and a number of them 

eventually ended up in Callaway County, Missouri. Charles Love, one of the largest slaveholders 
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in Fairfax, emigrated to Tennessee in 1820 ―with his whole family‖, including his slaves. By the 

late antebellum period emigration had passed its peak, but even in 1846 planter Barlow Mason 

―left his father‘s residence . . . for Louisiana, together with his blacks, to settle there 

permanently.‖ Westward migration may have spared local slave families from the humiliating 

auction block, but it also dissolved cross-plantation marriages and cross-plantation family 

relations. One enslaved man named George Williams, who was born in Fairfax County but as a 

small child emigrated with his master to a farm in Kentucky (and later fled to Canada), recalled 

that during the move west his mother was especially ―grieved at leaving her husband,‖ who lived 

on another farm and whom she never saw again.12 

There can be no doubt, however, that the vast majority of slaves who left the county 

during the antebellum period did so in chains, sold to the burgeoning plantations of Georgia, 

Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Arkansas. Local traders and southern planters alike ran 

countless advertisements in the Alexandria Gazette promising distressed slaveholders cash for 

likely young hands under the age of thirty. Franklin & Armfield offered sellers in 1828 ―Cash for 

one hundred likely YOUNG NEGROES of both sexes, between the ages of 8 and 25,‖ adding that 

since the ―negroes are wanted immediately‖, they would ―give more than any other purchasers 

that are in the market or may hereafter come into the market.‖ John S. Hutcherson wanted simply 

―Negroes, male and female, from 10 to 18 years of age.‖ Other buyers were less specific. Thomas 

Handy and William Carelkson, who were staying in a tavern and thus probably planters up from 

the South, called for ―15 or 20 likely young negroes.‖ Price, Birch & Co. wished ―to purchase any 

number of NEGROES, of both sexes, for cash.‖ And Joseph Bruin offered to ―pay liberal prices‖ 

for ―any number of NEGROES‖, not specifying age.13  

Such ads had the desired effect on the local slaveholding population. During estate 

divisions, many heirs of unwanted bondspeople immediately delivered them to interstate traders 

or sold them at auction to agents of southern planters. Occasionally they were even instructed to 

do so by the wills of the deceased. One slaveholder, for example, demanded his slaves  ―be 

sold . . . for cash, and the money arising to be equally divided‖ between his sons. Others operated 

on their own or in unison with the other heirs. The five slaves owned by the estate of William 

Lane in 1829 were sold to slave trader Alexander Grigsby for a total of $1,287. In 1835 the five 

heirs of Francis Lightfoot Lee of Sully plantation instructed an agent to ―see if it will be possible 

to get any or all of those negroes off. The sooner the arrangements are made, the better.‖ Several 

Fairfax County slaves between the ages of fifteen and thirty appear in the transport records of 

Franklin & Armfield, all of whom were sold at New Orleans. And the heirs of Ann Mason, John 
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Huntington, James Potter and Sarah McInteer all sold slaves to local trader Joseph Bruin in the 

1850s.14 

Many local slaveholders, however, did not wait for their heirs to dispose of their surplus 

bondspeople. There is ample evidence that farmers and planters culled their labor forces in times 

of economic difficulty. One resident of Alexandria told a visitor in the 1830s that ―if it were not 

for this detestable traffic, those who have a large number of slaves upon poor land (such is most 

of the soil near Washington), would not long be enabled to hold them; as it generally takes the 

whole produce of their labor to clothe and support them.‖ Bushrod Washington, president of the 

American Colonization Society — an organization dedicated to ―repatriating‖ free blacks to 

Africa — sold fifty-five of his slaves  to a Louisiana planter in 1821 for the sum of $10,000. As 

justification he claimed that he had struggled for twenty years to turn a profit from the ―products 

of their own labor‖, but his slaves being ―worse than useless‖, and his plantation losing between 

$500 and $1000 per year, he felt he had no choice. This act broke up several families — the 

slaves who remained told British visitor E. S. Abdy ―that the husbands had been torn from their 

wives and children; and that many relations were left behind.‖ Washington‘s neighbor Lawrence 

Lewis, master of Woodlawn, was compelled to do the same. In 1837 Lewis wrote to an agent in 

Louisiana about the ―prospect . . . of either selling [the slaves] or hireing them out; the loss I have 

met with will make me prefer the former rather than the latter.‖ ―Indeed,‖ he continued, ―my 

income is nothing . . . Woodlawn is worse than nothing . . . it is best to sell the negroes as early as 

possible.‖ Richard Marshall Scott, Jr., made a habit of selling surplus slaves whenever they 

misbehaved, probably so as to reconcile his financial troubles with any moral difficulties he may 

have had concerning sale. On 11 August 1846 he ―sold my woman Catherine very much against 

my feelings, for $480 to Joseph Bruin‖, mainly as a result of her ―improper conduct for some 

time past.‖ By 1850, however, he had grown more callous. On 5 October he ―sold our man Aaron 

today to B.O. Shekell for $200 on condition that said Shekell would remove him from the state.‖ 

On several other occasions he delivered slaves to interstate traders in Alexandria and Baltimore 

without mentioning any misbehavior.15  

Interstate traders sometimes roamed the countryside, visiting farms and plantations in 

search of potential sales. One northern Virginian wrote that ―the dealer goes from house to house 

plucking the flower from every flock.‖ Many sellers discreetly arranged for traders to pick up 

their slaves in the early hours before the sun rose, so as not to cause a scene.  Leonard Harrod, a 

bondsman from the region who eventually managed to escape to Canada, told interviewers that at 

―about six o‘clock one morning, I was taken suddenly from my wife; she knew no more where I 

had gone than the hen knows where the hawk carries her chicken. Fifteen hundred miles I wore 



218 

 

iron on my wrist, chained in a gang from Georgetown [Washington, D.C.] to Port Gibson. There I 

was sold and put to receive and pack cotton, etc., for six years.‖ Benjamin, a slave from Fairfax 

County, also testified that ―frequently slaves would be snatched up, handcuffed and hurried off 

south on one of the night trains without an hour‘s notice.‖ This was a common occurrence, and 

slaveholders exploited their slaves‘ anxiety by threatening to sell them if they did not work hard 

enough. One local bondsman told interviewers that ―Master used to say, that it we didn‘t suit him, 

he would put us in his pocket quick — meaning he would sell us.‖16  

Such was the desire to sell in the Potomac region that as early as the 1830s Franklin & 

Armfield, by far the largest and most successful slave-trading firm in the area, was reportedly 

sending more than a thousand slaves a year to the Deep South, with tragic consequences for slave 

families throughout northern Virginia and southern Maryland. Ethan Allen Andrews, a northerner 

charged with reporting on the domestic slave trade to the American Union for the Relief and 

Improvement of the Colored Race, visited the firm on Duke Street in Alexandria in 1836, and 

discovered that ―in almost every case, family ties have been broken in the purchase of these 

slaves.‖ Speaking with one employee, Andrews was told that ―he never separates families [upon 

sale], but that in purchasing them he is often compelled to do so, for that ‗his business is to 

purchase, and he must take such as are in the market!‘‖ When Andrews asked whether they often 

bought wives without their husbands, the reply was: ―Yes, very often; and frequently, too, they 

sell me the mother while they keep her children. I have often known them to take away the infant 

from its mother‘s breast and keep it, while they sold her . . . The prices are monstrous high, and 

that, in fact, is the very reason so many are willing to sell.‖ By the 1850s James Redpath learned 

from a Fairfax County slave that the separation of families through long-distance sale was ―as 

common as spring water runs.‖17 

Whether or not any local slaveholders were guilty of slave ―breeding‖ for export is 

virtually impossible to determine, although many were accused of such practices by visitors and 

outsiders. English traveler E. S. Abdy, for one, reported in the 1830s that ―the farmers in the 

neighborhood of Washington breed slaves, as our graziers breed cattle, for the market; and a 

mother‘s agony for the loss of her child is no more regarded than the lowing of a cow for the calf 

that is carried off to be fattened for the butcher.‖ Defenders of slavery in the region, especially the 

agriculturalist Edmund Ruffin, claimed that such accusations were ―entirely false.‖ But slave-

rearing need not mean that enslaved women were necessarily forced to reproduce, because even 

when they did so naturally slaveholders obviously viewed their offspring as potential candidates 

for the auction block. ―A darkey‘s worth a hundred dollars as soon as he kin holler,‖ one Fairfax 

County slave told James Redpath. ―That‘s what de white folks say bout here.‖ When the master 
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of Sully plantation, Francis Lightfoot Lee, reported his assets to the county courts, he mentioned 

that his estate yielded ―annually . . . from fifteen to twenty negroes.‖ One Fairfax County 

slaveholder repeatedly sold the adolescent offspring of his enslaved women to trader Joseph 

Bruin during the 1830s; in his eyes young slaves were little more than saleable products, whether 

forcibly bred or not.18  

Sensitive to the destructive and socially frowned upon interstate slave trade, some 

slaveholders sold their bondspeople on the sole condition that they remain in the area. One 

advertisement for ―sundry negroes‖ warned that they were ―not to be sold to anyone not residing 

in the district of Columbia, or the county of Fairfax.‖ The seller of one twenty-eight-year old man 

also sought a buyer who lived in the District of Columbia, which at that time included Alexandria, 

in consideration of the man having a ―wife [who] resides in town.‖ Another advertisement for a 

young woman with her two-year-old son explicitly stated: ―Not to be sold to traders.‖19  

But the threat of sale was for most slaves synonymous with the threat of long-distance 

sale, and thus the destruction of family ties and permanent loss of family members. Enslaved 

people confronted with the reality of long-distance sale encountered few opportunities to prevent 

it, but many nevertheless risked desperate attempts to escape their lot. When slaveholder 

Elizabeth Tyler died, for example, one of her slaves named Henry fled immediately in order to 

escape sale to the Deep South. He was caught in Baltimore and sent back to Fairfax County, upon 

which he chopped off his own hand, apparently in order to render himself worthless for sale. 

Even this did not save Henry — he was sold anyway, presumably at a great loss, and never heard 

from again. Cornelius Whatson, ―said to be the property of a Mr. Nelson, a southern trader, but 

formerly the property of Mr. Chichester in Fairfax County,‖ was apprehended in Alexandria after 

a similar escape attempt. Sharper, a Fairfax County field hand, fled to his wife‘s residence when 

he heard that he was going to be sold in 1831. He remained at large for seven weeks but was 

eventually caught and deported. A slave named Randolph fled to the North after ―three of his 

brothers [were] sold South,‖ and Oscar Payne did likewise after ―three brothers and one sister 

[were] sold South.‖ One slave woman from the region, having been separated from her husband 

and sold to traders in Washington, jumped out of an upper window of the jail where she was 

being held in an attempt to kill herself. She survived but broke her limbs ―in a shocking manner‖, 

leaving her a ―helpless cripple.‖ Some slaves sought the help of free family members and even 

abolitionists. In January of 1850, one literate young slave woman named Emily Russell wrote a 

desperate letter to her mother, begging her to do something because ―I am in [Joseph] Bruin‘s jail, 

[along with] aunt Sally and all her children, and aunt Hagar and all her children, and grandmother 

is almost crazy.‖ Emily‘s mother arranged for abolitionist William Harned to offer to buy her 
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daughter from the well-known slave trader, but Bruin demanded the exorbitant sum of  $1,800 

because ―she was the finest-looking woman in this country‖. Within a week Emily was deported 

in a coffle going south; she died en route in Georgia.20 

Attempts to prevent deportation were of course the exception rather than the rule, and 

were usually unsuccessful. Most slaves sold south had little choice but to accept their fate. Not 

only did they face the trauma of deportation, but their family members suffered enormously as 

well, as is evident from the morosely related testimony of one Fairfax County slave named Lydia 

Adams (who was herself eventually forced to move west with her master, but later fled to 

Canada). ―One by one they sent four of my children away from me, and sent them to the South,‖ 

Adams told interviewers. ―And four of my grandchildren all to the South but one. My oldest son, 

Daniel — then Sarah — all gone.‖ Her only solace was in believing that her master would be 

punished in the afterlife: ―I am afraid the slaveholders will go to a bad place [when they die]. I 

don‘t think any slaveholder can get to the kingdom.‖ Such sentiments no doubt resonated with 

enslaved people throughout the county.21 

Slaveholders in Fairfax County had an alternative method of ridding themselves of 

surplus bondspeople without selling them to the cotton states — they hired them out for long 

periods of time, usually to merchants and business establishments in and around Alexandria and 

Washington, but also to local farmers who lacked the capital (or desire) to purchase slaves. This 

was especially popular in the latter half of the antebellum period. Although on the surface long-

term hiring does not seem like a form of forced separation, in practice it was, as slaves saw their 

family members forcibly removed from the plantation or farm for most of the year, often for 

years on end. Contrary to the various forms of voluntary hiring that existed in the area (such as 

paid overwork or day labor, as discussed in chapter four), slaves who were hired out by the year 

usually did not do so of their own accord. Their masters entered into agreements and signed 

contracts with third parties which lasted for fifty-one weeks, allowing them only the week 

between Christmas and New Year to spend at home with their families before being hired out 

again. As historian Donald Sweig aptly put it: ―For the slaves, separated from family and Fairfax 

friends . . . hiring must have seemed little better than outright sale.‖22 

 There are several reasons why slaveholders often preferred to hire out their surplus slaves 

rather than sell them. Sweig suggested that ―most of the local planters were educated men, 

sensitive to abolitionist pressure, who had a strong revulsion against selling their slaves . . . The 

answer . . . was slave hiring.‖ This may have certainly been true for some, but the most respected 

and educated gentlemen of Fairfax County — including Bushrod Washington and Lawrence 

Lewis — sold slaves to the Deep South when the going got rough. Moreover, the sellers and 
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hirers of slaves were often one and the same. Advertisements such as the following were a 

frequent sight in the Alexandria Gazette: ―FOR SALE OR HIRE — A likely WOMAN 43 to 45 

years of age.‖ Lawrence Lewis himself inquired about the possibilities of selling or hiring out his 

slaves, as stated above. He preferred sale, but there were in fact a number of advantages to hiring 

out rather than selling. First, it provided slaveholders with a regular income from bondspeople 

who were otherwise superfluous or unproductive. Those who hired slaves were responsible for 

housing, feeding and clothing them during fifty-one weeks of the year, which spared slaveowners 

the financial burdens of having to care for them. On top of that, slaves were often hired out for 10 

to 20 percent of their market value — in other words, a slaveholder could often earn more money 

by hiring out a slave for five to ten years than he could if he sold the same slave. Many 

slaveholders hired out their slaves for a number of years and then sold them, thereby virtually 

doubling their profits. The system also brought with it certain social advantages. It allowed 

owners to rid themselves of surplus slaves yet without losing their status as slaveholders, and it 

allowed non-slaveholders to put on airs of the slaveholding class. According to historian Jonathan 

D. Martin, ―hiring became a slaveholding cure-all‖ in struggling regions of the South such as 

northern Virginia.23 

 Slave hiring was extremely prevalent in antebellum Fairfax County, especially toward the 

end of the antebellum period. Frederic Bancroft calculated that during the year 1860 alone some 

25 percent of the Fairfax slave population was forcibly hired out; Donald Sweig put the estimate 

around 28 percent. Estate divisions again seem to have been the most common circumstances 

under which slaves were hired out. The heirs of George Sweeney hired out his slaves for fourteen 

years straight, from 1834 through 1847. Matilda West‘s heirs likewise hired out her slaves for 

thirteen years, between 1809 and 1822; and the heirs of Mary Hutchinson hired out her slaves for 

ten years (1844-54). When Richard Marshall Scott, Sr., died in 1830, his slaves were hired out 

until his young son, Richard Marshall Scott, Jr., was old enough to take over the family estate. 

Scott‘s slaves were not ―brought home‖ until 1846, sixteen years later. When he in turn died in 

1856, his widow hired almost all of them out again. Sweig found that of all the estate accounts of 

deceased slaveholders between 1830 and 1860, some 35 percent mentioned slave hiring.24 

 The threat of forced hiring was not limited to estate divisions, however. In financial 

straits, local slaveholders routinely brought their surplus bondspeople to the county courthouse or 

other auction houses at the end of the year in order to hire them out to third parties, including the 

above mentioned Richard Marshall Scott, Jr. On 1 January 1848 he jotted down a typical New 

Year‘s entry into his diary: ―Attended at Samuel Catts for the purpose of hiring my servants. 

Hired 4 men, 6 women, 2 boys, 4 girls.‖ He did this every year from 1846 till his death in 1856, 
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and it provided him with a great deal of his income. Local newspaper announcements beckoned 

distressed farmers and prospective employers to meet at several locations throughout the county: 

―The days for hiring servants in Fairfax Co. are as follows — Fairfax Court House on Monday, 

December 30; Dranesville on Tuesday, December 31; Centreville on Wednesday,  January 1, 

1851.‖ Many locals in fact made deals outside of the courthouse, filling the Alexandria Gazette 

with private advertisements such as the following: ―WANTED TO HIRE — For the ensuing year, 

a FEMALE SERVANT who is a good Cook, Washer and Ironer; also a middle aged MAN 

SERVANT who has been accustomed to working on a farm.‖ The Mansion House Hotel in 

Alexandria called for ―COOKS, WAITERS, WASHERS, IRONERS and CHAMBER-MAIDS.‖ 

Another company wanted to hire ―30 able bodied SLAVES, between the ages of 18 and 40, for 

boating on the Rappahannock river‖. Visitors to Alexandria and Fairfax such as James Redpath, E. 

S. Abdy, Ethan Allen Andrews, Phillip Brooks and Frederick Law Olmsted, all remarked on the 

prevalence of hired slaves at local hotels and other establishments.25  

 In virtually all of these cases, enslaved people were forcibly separated from some or all of 

their family members for years at a time. The slaves attached to the John Fitzhugh estate were all 

hired out to different employers between 1816 and 1820, as were the bondspeople belonging to 

the estates of William Lane and Alfred Offret. The five slaves owned by William R. Newman, 

consisting of two women and their three children, were also hired out separately in the 1850s. 

Occasionally new mothers were hired out together with their youngest children, often at a lower 

price, as the children were considered a burden. The slaves owned by the heirs of John R. 

Willcoxen were all hired to different employers, for example, with the exception of ―Margaret & 

Child‖, who were hired together. Local bondspeople were even sometimes removed from the 

region altogether to work for distant employers. In 1838 Winifred Ratcliffe hired her slave Moses 

out to a Mississippi employer for the exorbitant sum of $350. That same year she also sent a 

mother and child to Mississippi for $200. Sending slaves further south to work by the year was 

not only especially profitable, but it also discouraged flight to the North, something which many 

local slaveowners feared in the late antebellum period. After an escape attempt by a number of 

his newly inherited slaves at Arlington plantation, Robert E. Lee hired them out in southern 

Virginia, ―where the border would appear less tempting.‖ From such distances these bondspeople 

were denied the chance to see their family members even during the last week of the year.26  

 Enslaved people in Fairfax County often attempted to seize or create opportunities to gain 

some measure of control over the terms of their hire, supporting Jonathan Martin‘s conclusions 

that hired slaves in the American South were far from passive, but rather resisted or attempted to 

profit from the system in a wide variety of ways. A few were permitted to keep a portion of their 
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wages or earn wages for extra work, allowing them to purchase small gifts for family members or 

even put money aside in the (often delusional) hope of purchasing freedom. James Redpath heard 

from a local enslaved man that hired ferry workers on the Potomac were sometimes able to earn 

$6 a month for themselves. But the man hastened to add that many masters, including his own, 

did not allow their hired slaves to keep any of their earnings besides tips. Remarkably, some 

slaves tried to turn hiring into a vehicle for uniting non-resident family members, namely by 

negotiating with their masters to be hired out to free relatives or the owners of their spouses. 

Henry Hubert, a free black man, was able to hire his enslaved sons from the estate of Harrison 

Allison between 1835 and 1840. One Letty, owned by John J. Frobel of Wilton Hill, was hired 

out to Thomas Janney, the owner of her husband. At Bush Hill a woman named Ellen Ann, the 

wife of a free black man named David Grey, managed to get hired out to her husband in 1848, a 

year which she spent mostly pregnant and in which she was delivered of a child. This 

arrangement was probably only permitted because she was pregnant, however, because the 

following year she was hired out ―to Murray Mason . . . not to husband,‖ undoubtedly because the 

former could offer more money.27  

 More often, perhaps, enslaved people attempted to frustrate the deals made between their 

owners and new employers, pitting their two ―masters‖ against each other. Many exploited their 

owners‘ fears of property damage and complained to them of physical abuse by their employers. 

In a diary entry from 1857, Virginia Gunnell Scott wrote: ―Servant woman Margaret came home 

this day complaining of being badly used by Mr. Fairfax, manager for Mrs. Daingerfield‖, to 

whom she was hired. This strategy backfired, because Scott decided to handle the situation by 

simply selling Margaret to a local slave trader for $1000, but others were more successful. Still 

other slaves made their seething anger so obvious to their new employers that the latter quickly 

found them all but unmanageable. James Frans-Tracy, an Irish newcomer to Fairfax County who 

depended on hired slave labor in the 1820s, described one hired woman named Anna as having 

―the most abuseive tongue, and wicked expressions that ever came out of any Person‘s mouth.‖ 

He also had difficulty with a young slave girl named Hariot, which he was ―obliged to send . . . 

home, as I have tried every means in my power but can not make any thing of her . . . She is the 

worst dispositioned child I ever knew.‖28 

 When all else failed many slaves fled, sometimes successfully, sometimes not. Virginia 

Gunnell Scott became worried when she heard one day in 1859 that her ―servant man West, who 

was hired in Alex[andria], had left his place and had probably gone off in a northern vessel.‖ She 

lamented that she did ―not expect ever to see him‖ again. But that same week West was caught 

when he showed up at his wife‘s residence ―this morning at 3 o‘clock‖, after which Scott ―had 
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him lodged in jail.‖ George Coleman successfully fled Fairfax County after being very ―unhappy‖ 

and continually ―hired out amongst very hard white people.‖ Even especially young slaves often 

ran away from their new employers, sometimes hiding out in the neighborhood of their parents, 

as was probably the case with one boy declared missing in 1853: ―RAN AWAY — My boy BOB, 

aged about 12 years, absconded from the place where I had hired him.‖29  

 For enslaved people living in antebellum Fairfax County, hiring was just one of the many 

obstacles which continually threatened their domestic arrangements and family stability. 

Constantly faced with the prospect of forced separation, northern Virginia slaves did what they 

could to either prevent it from happening or soften its blow. But inevitably the small size of local 

slaveholdings and the stubborn decline in slave-based agriculture created a situation in which few 

bondspeople would emerge unscathed from the storm of estate divisions, local and long-distance 

sales, and forced hiring which plagued the region in the antebellum period. 

 

A Relative Peace:  

Georgetown District, South Carolina 

 

Slave families on the rice plantations of the lowcountry were of course also vulnerable to the 

prospect of forced separation, yet the odds that any given family unit would actually be torn apart 

there remained consistently lower than in other parts of the South. Whereas in Fairfax County few 

families made it through slavery completely intact, most slave families in Georgetown District 

enjoyed a relative peace and stability over time. The large size of local slaveholdings and the 

profitability of rice made the forced separation of slave families there unlikely, although certainly 

not impossible. Even when faced with the threat of separation, however, local enslaved people 

attempted to seize or create opportunities to prevent it from happening or cushion its effects, often 

to some success. 

During estate divisions, for example, slave families in the lowcountry were less often 

shuffled around or forcibly divided than their Fairfax County counterparts; in many cases they did 

not even change residence. The case of Henry Augustus Middleton is illustrative. Seeking a 

pardon after the Civil War, Middleton pleaded that while he had owned over 300 slaves in 1861, 

all of his slaves and their ancestors had been owned by the family since 1735, and that he had 

personally never bought or sold anybody, but had rather inherited them all with the plantation. 

This was not particularly unusual for Georgetown District. Indeed, local slaveholdings were 

remarkably stable from generation to generation, and visitors and residents alike frequently 

commented on the continuity of slave ownership within certain families. One former resident 



225 

 

recalled long after the Civil War that most of the plantations in his neighborhood ―had been in the 

possession of the same family for several generations, and the negroes had been born and bred 

upon them.‖ J. Motte Alston claimed that ―most of [my grandfather‘s] large number of negroes 

lived and died in the same family.‖ Laurence Oliphant, who visited Georgetown District just 

before emancipation, noted that the slaves on one plantation ―recall reminiscences of three or four 

generations back of the family to which they have belonged for nearly a century.‖ And one visitor 

to the district remarked in 1836 that there were ―many cases where successive generations of 

owners and slaves have run parallel to each other for a long course of years in the same families, 

[and] the relation becomes quite feudal in its character, and sometimes exhibits a portion of the 

reciprocal attachment which once existed between the vassal and his lord.‖30  

Multiple plantation ownership among many local rice planters often made it possible to 

bequeath entire plantations with their slave populations largely intact, or at least greatly reduce 

the break-up of slave populations during estate settlements. Upon his death in 1827, for example, 

Plowden Weston bequeathed a plantation and over 250 slaves each to both of his sons. William 

Alston bequeathed to each of his three sons a complete plantation in 1838, with one of his sons 

even receiving two plantations. The hundreds of slaves attached to the Alston estate were simply 

to be ―divided equally‖ between his sons, ―share and share alike.‖ In 1853, Joshua John Ward 

likewise left his six plantations and more than a thousand slaves to be divided equally between his 

three sons, with each son receiving two plantations. And Robert F. W. Allston willed to each of 

his five children a plantation and approximately one hundred slaves (which they never received, 

incidentally, because Allston died in 1864, only months before the end of the Civil War). So it 

was throughout the district, though not always on such a grand scale. John Hyrne Tucker willed 

his two plantations (Litchfield and Willbrook) to his two sons John and William Alexander in 

1859 — one counted ninety slaves and the other ninety-eight.31  

Many slaveholdings in fact passed wholesale into the hands of planters‘ children even 

before the need arose for an estate settlement. J. Motte Alston recalled that at the turn of the 

century his ―grandfather owned a number of plantations, many of which had been given away to 

his sons.‖ When William Algernon Alston married Mary Allston Young in 1806 he acquired 

Youngville plantation as part of the deal. Martha H. Allston, the daughter of Benjamin Allston, 

Sr., brought two adjoining Waccamaw rice plantations, Oatland and Turkey Hill, into her 

marriage to John Francis Pyatt in 1812. And Robert F. W. Allston set his son Benjamin up in the 

planting business by giving him Guendalos Plantation on the Pee Dee River in 1857, complete 

with 119 slaves. In short, multiple plantation ownership greatly reduced the extent to which 
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slaves were separated from each other when property was transferred from one generation to 

another.32 

 Slaveholdings were moreover large enough that it was possible in most cases to keep 

families intact even when they did have to change residence. It is significant to note that in the 

inventories of Georgetown‘s grandees slaves are frequently listed and appraised in simple family 

groups, unlike in northern Virginia, where they were usually listed singly and family ties were 

rarely mentioned. This suggests that slaveholders in Georgetown District in fact intended to keep 

families together during estate divisions. Doing so would have not only facilitated the equal 

division of such large groups of bondspeople, but also prevented unrest among the slaves 

themselves during estate settlements. Benjamin Alston, Jr., for example, who owned 144 slaves 

when he died, only specified his wishes concerning eighteen domestic slaves in his will; the rest, 

numbering 126, were to be divided equally among his seven heirs, ―share and share alike.‖ In a 

subsequent inventory made in 1819 all but nineteen slaves were listed and appraised in collective 

family groups, indicating that they were to be bequeathed as such. In the slave inventories 

accompanying the will of Frances Withers, the owner of both Friendfield and Northampton 

estates, which together contained some 468 bondspeople in 1841, the slaves were also appraised 

collectively in family units. James Ritchie Sparkman acquired 120 of the Northampton slaves in 

1853, all but seven of whom were living in simple families. Evidence from throughout the 

antebellum period suggests that this was the rule rather than the exception. The slaves belonging 

to J. H. Allston were bequeathed in family lots in 1846. Records from the Gourdin family‘s 

plantations in Georgetown District likewise indicate that slave families were kept together during 

estate divisions. And the 185 slaves living on Hagley plantation and owned by Plowden C. J. 

Weston during the Civil War were listed in family groups and collectively appraised at $370,000 

the lot. All of these slaves passed wholesale to Weston‘s widow, but were of course soon 

emancipated.33 

 When enslaved people in Georgetown District were transferred from one holding to 

another during estate divisions, thus, it did not often result in the destruction of simple family ties 

or marital arrangements. Co-residential families usually remained co-residential families even 

when they had to change residence; female-headed households were transferred intact as well. 

That is not to say that all slave families were protected from forced separation during estate 

divisions; certainly that was not the case. First, even if simple families were often bequeathed 

intact they were frequently separated from extended family and friends, including the adult sons 

and daughters of some couples, making them dependent on the pass system to maintain contact 

with those outside of their immediate households. But even simple families were sometimes 
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dissolved. Members of cross-plantation families in particular ran the risk of being removed 

beyond the immediate vicinity of loved ones, making regular visiting difficult or even impossible. 

Some slaveowners also bequeathed favorite (usually domestic) slaves individually to certain heirs. 

To name one example, Paul D. Weston specified in his will that his wife receive two sons and one 

daughter of a slave woman named Amy, but not Amy herself. Moreover, the minority of small 

slaveholders in the district would have been hard put to respect all slaves‘ family ties during 

estate divisions. Nevertheless, most nuclear slave families in Georgetown District had less to fear 

from estate divisions than slave families in Fairfax County. Lowcountry grandees were less picky 

than northern Virginia slaveholders, and with the notable exception of the domestic servants they 

rarely specified which slaves were to be given to any particular heir. Most planters simply 

requested that their slaves be shared equally, and in practice local bondspeople were usually 

bequeathed in family lots, although slaveholders‘ reluctance to separate families during any 

transfer in ownership — whether by estate divisions or sale — was significantly influenced by the 

actions of the slaves themselves, as will be shown.34 

 Although many lowcountry rice planters were wealthy beyond the wildest dreams of 

most American slaveholders, certainly those in northern Virginia, slave sales were not uncommon 

in Georgetown District and auctions were held with some regularity, especially during estate 

settlements or upon the retirement of some planters. Many such auctions consisted of small 

groups of slaves whose sale was intended to round out partitions or pay off any outstanding debts. 

The Winyah Intelligencer ran numerous advertisements for local estate auctions such as the 

following: ―I will sell . . . 8 prime and very valuable NEGROES, the property of the Estate of the 

late Francis Brudot, to wit: Molly, Hester and Tenah her child, Hannah, Judy and George her 

infant, Silla, and Jem‖; and ―Estate Sale: On Saturday the 10 th day of January next before the 

Court House will be sold FOUR NEGROES, belonging to the Estate of O. Potter, deceased.‖ 

Some sales were much larger, however. The heirs of planter Thomas F. Goddard offered for sale 

―from FIFTY to SIXTY PRIME NEGROES‖ in 1832.35  

Labor demands within the district were such, however, that a majority of slaves who were 

auctioned off at estate sales were eagerly snatched up by local planters, most of whom constantly 

kept their eyes open for bargains. Indeed, continuous purchasing by the most successful planters 

resulted in significant consolidation and growth of local slaveholdings during the antebellum 

period, as discussed in chapter five. The account books belonging to planter Stephen D. Doar, for 

example, indicate that he was a regular frequenter of his neighbors‘ estate sales. In 1855 he spent 

$1,963 on a group of slaves sold by the estate of L. D. Desaussure. That same year he bought four 

more from the heirs of J. Gourdin, another seventeen at James Jinkler‘s estate sale, and before the 
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year was out he had acquired an additional twenty-five slaves from the Skinning estate. Many of 

the most prominent planters in the district also acquired slaves at local auctions, some of them in 

relatively large groups. Robert Allston, for one, continuously expanded his labor force through 

local purchases during his long career. In 1828, for example, he bought thirty-two slaves from the 

estate of William and Sarah Allen. In the 1850s he purchased forty-two bondsmen from Thomas 

Pinckney Alston (whose sons did not want to take over the family business when he retired, 

inducing him to sell 177 of his slaves). In 1857 he bought another group of fifty-three Waccamaw 

slaves and two years later he purchased Pipe Down plantation in its entirety, complete with 109 

slaves, from the widow Mary Ann Petigru, who wished to cash in on her estate when her husband 

died. Thirty-six of these slaves were transferred to Guendalos, the plantation Allston was setting 

up for his son Benjamin. Finally, at the auction of one Mrs. Withers in 1859, Allston bought an 

additional forty-one bondspeople for his son Benjamin.36  

Slaves who were sold locally attempted to maintain family contacts by requesting passes 

for weekend visiting, as was the case in northern Virginia. But a handful of runaway slave 

advertisements illustrate that bondspeople who had been removed beyond a reasonable distance 

sometimes risked truancy to visit with family and friends left behind, not unlike their counterparts 

in Fairfax. Paddy was owned by a Black River planter but suspected of lurking about the Pee Dee 

River plantation of John D. Witherspoon, ―who I understand owns two of his brothers.‖ One 

missing man named Adam had been ―bought in 1811, of the Estate of John Bowman, of South 

Santee, by the late major Joseph Allston,‖ from whom the subscriber had subsequently acquired 

him. He had presumably returned to the Santee area to visit family and friends. Another missing 

slave who absconded with his wife and four children was suspected of being harboured by 

extended family or friends near ―the plantation of Thomas W. Price Esq, at the sale of whose 

negroes he was purchased about two years ago.‖ Sammy, who was owned by a planter on the 

Sampit River, had ―a mother at Rose Hill (Waccamaw) where the subscriber understands he is.‖37 

 If incidents of truancy in order to see friends and family appear to have occurred with less 

frequency in Georgetown District than they did in northern Virginia, however, perhaps this was 

because it was less necessary. As was the case during estate divisions, slave families in the 

lowcountry were usually sold in family groups, a rarity which has caught the attention of other 

historians. Larry Hudson, for one, found that ―as the antebellum period wore on, it was clear that 

slave masters in South Carolina were making efforts to keep slave families together.‖ This is 

evident in Georgetown District from a wide variety of sources. In the records of Paul D. Weston, 

for example, an inventory of 145 slaves ―to be sold‖ listed and appraised them all in family 

groups. (It is unclear whether the slaves were intended for sale to Paul D. Weston, or by him.) 
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Likewise, the slaves belonging to the estate of E. J. Heriot were all sold in family groups. Sale 

advertisements often announced slaves in family units. The auction house of John Shackleford & 

Son in Georgetown advertised in 1819 the sale of ―Nine valuable Negroes,‖ adding that ―these 

negroes being one family, cannot be separated.‖ William Belluney offered for sale ―a family of 

eight Negroes.‖ The fifty-three Waccamaw slaves who were snatched up by Robert Allston at an 

auction in 1857 were also advertised and sold in families, and Richfield plantation was advertised 

for sale along with ―a gang of about 111 Negroes . . . to be sold in Families.‖ Purchasers 

advertised to buy slaves in family groups as well. One planter wanted ―a family of 6 or 8 

Negroes.‖ Another promised ―cash . . . for a family of 8 to 10 healthy negroes.‖ Even visitors 

frequently remarked upon the sale of local bondspeople in families. One attended an auction at 

which the auctioneer advertised a group of slaves as follows: ―Look at this man and woman, and 

just see those children! The finest lot I ever offered for sale! What will you give?‖38 

 Purchasers of slaves had good reasons to want to buy in family groups. First, slaves were 

cheaper when purchased in lots rather than individually. Robert Allston advised his nephew: ―I 

would not buy negroes at cotton prices. If you meet with an orderly gang of some planter, 

neighbor or otherwise, who would sell you at $500 [per slave] rather than send away and separate 

his people at a higher figure then in such a case you might adventure.‖ Not only were slaves 

cheaper when purchased in family groups, however, but also more efficient, making the actions 

of the enslaved an important factor in maintaining family stability over time. Far from passive 

victims in the buying, selling and trading of human property, enslaved people throughout the 

lowcountry created opportunities to keep simple families intact by making it unattractive to 

acquire them otherwise. As was the case when they were confronted with what they deemed to be 

unreasonable tasks, bondspeople in Georgetown District protested the separation of family 

members during sales and estate divisions.  Historian Leslie Schwalm found that in the 

lowcountry ―the pending sale and separation of members of a slave community created a ‗general 

gloom‘ that settled on the plantation slaves ‗at the idea of parting with each other.‘‖ Their 

reaction had a negative effect on plantation labor, and indeed ―so disrupted the peace and 

efficiency of the slave workforce that it became common wisdom among nineteenth-century rice 

planters that slaves should be purchased and sold in intact family groups.‖ Doing otherwise could 

have disastrous consequences. According to one planter, if slaves were bought individually and 

thrown ―all together among strangers, they don‘t assimilate, & they ponder over former ties, of 

family, &c., & all goes wrong with them.‖ Adjusting to the demands of the market, auctioneers 

and sellers of slaves offered them in family groups. 39 
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 Not only did enslaved people seize opportunities to keep their family ties intact during 

the transfer of property, whether by estate divisions or sale, but on rare occasions they even 

attempted to keep entire plantation communities intact, sometimes successfully. Take for instance 

Robert Allston‘s purchase of Pipe Down plantation in 1857, complete with its 109 slaves. 

According to his daughter Elizabeth Allston Pringle the purchase was indeed largely the result of 

the slaves‘ actions. ―As soon as Uncle Tom died,‖ she remembered, ―Aunt Ann wrote to my 

father, asking him as a great favor to buy her plantation and negroes . . . My father replied 

immediately that it was impossible . . . Then the negroes from Pipe Down began to send 

deputations over to beg my father to buy them . . . saying they had fixed upon him as the owner 

they desired. At last my father conceded.‖ By convincing one of the wealthiest planters in the 

district to purchase them, the Pipe Down slaves were spared the auction block and the break-up of 

their community. They were also assured relative stability in the future. Thirty-six were 

transferred across the river to Guendalos, but presumably in family groups, as was customary. 40 

 Neither did the threat of long-distance sale loom over slave families in Georgetown 

District to the extent that it did in northern Virginia. In his study of slave family life in South 

Carolina, To Have and to Hold, Larry Hudson noted of the lowcountry that ―given a modicum of 

economic stability on the part of one‘s owner . . . a good chance existed that the slave‘s world 

would remain stable, dynamic, and protective of the family.‖ Economic stability was lacking in 

Fairfax County, to be sure, but in such a wealthy district as Georgetown planters were not hard-

pressed to rid themselves of their bondspeople. Indeed, most constantly sought to expand their 

slaveholdings, as stated in chapter five. Unlike the Fairfax County slave population, which 

plummeted by 47 percent between 1810 and 1860, the Georgetown slave population increased by 

53 percent during the antebellum period, despite far higher mortality rates and lower birth rates. 

Only during the 1830s did it slightly diminish. This may have been the result of either increased 

mortality or emigration and sale among the smaller planters who could not compete with the 

grandees (as precisely in that decade the larger rice planters ―secured a firm hold on the district‖ 

according to local historian George Rogers). If projected population growth is taken into account 

for the 1850s, the local slave population grew less than expected by only 160, suggesting that 

perhaps that number of slaves were deported during that decade — but in a district which counted 

over 18,000 bondspeople even this was not a significant proportion of the slave population.41 

 Despite the fact that South Carolina as a whole was a net exporter of slaves, evidence 

suggests that the rice planters of Georgetown District were more prone to import bondspeople 

from other parts of the state or South than they were to export them to the cotton regions. In the 

local periodical Winyah Intelligencer, for example, advertisements for fresh arrivals such as the 
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following were a frequent sight: ―Negroes for Sale. Will be sold . . . on the 10 th of February next, 

50 to 100 likely NEGROES, in families. [From] Wilmington, NC.‖ Such advertisements were 

absent in the newspapers of northern Virginia. Interviews with former slaves also provide 

evidence that local planters belonged primarily to the purchasers, rather than the sellers, of the 

antebellum slave trade. Welcome Beese, owned by Joshua John Ward, related that his master 

―bought my mother from Virginia. Dolly [was her name].‖ Lizzie Davis‘s grandmother was sold 

to Georgetown District from Marion District, South Carolina: ―I remember, I hear my father tell 

bout dat his mammy was sold right here to dis courthouse [Marion], on dat big public square up 

dere, en say dat de man set her up in de wagon en took her to Georgetown wid him. Sold her right 

dere on de block . . . Pa say, when he see dem carry mammy off from dere, it make his heart swell 

in his breast.‖  Evidence of importation can be found in a variety of other sources as well. A 

runaway slave named Sam, who had been sold to a planter in Georgetown District, was suspected 

of having gone back to his native Williamsburgh District in 1829. Historian William Dusinberre 

found that ―a host of new slaves were imported into [the] Waccamaw plantations‖ in the decades 

before the Civil War. And a common threat to urban slaves in nearby Charleston was that they 

would be sold to the rice planters of Georgetown District if they misbehaved.42 

 Certainly not all local slaves were spared deportation during the antebellum period, and it 

is important not to exaggerate their protection from the interstate trade.  Newspaper 

advertisements such as the following, placed by a slave trader, were a rare sight in the district, but 

they did occasionally appear: ―Negroes Wanted. Persons who wish to sell NEGRO MEN from 8 

to 25 years of age, can have CASH to them‖. Research by Michael Tadman has revealed that 

Georgetown District counted two registered slave traders in the nineteenth-century: G. S. S. 

Christie, who operated from 1845 to 1857; and S. Coletrane, who traded in slaves during the 

1850s. Considering the large number of slaves resident in the district, however, having only two 

such registered traders, who moreover only operated for a short period of time, suggests that there 

was no booming slave market in the Winyah Bay area. Indeed, it is possible that these traders 

imported slaves rather than exported them.43  

But local planters could always sell to interstate traders based in Charleston or elsewhere, 

and many did with few qualms about forever separating their bondspeople from family and 

friends. In 1855 one trader operating out of Sumterville made a special detour to Georgetown 

District when he heard of a promising ―Sale of negros‖ that was to take place there. When the 

above mentioned Thomas Pinckney Alston retired to Georgia in 1859, he decided to sell 177 of 

his slaves ―at the best attainable price‖. Forty-two were bought by Robert Allston, but the rest 

were ―scattered to the wind‖. Robert Allston himself was forced to sell fifty-nine slaves when he 
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inherited his brother‘s Waverly plantation in 1834, which was encumbered with a heavy debt of 

over $50,000. Luckily for the slaves, their mistress‘s own brother — who lived in Charleston but 

was the absentee owner of a cotton plantation in Georgia — agreed to buy fifty-one of them in 

family groups. Even then, parting with extended family and friends was traumatic enough that 

Allston decided to give them only twenty-four hours‘ notice, presumably in order to prevent 

negotiation attempts, protest or flight. Upon arrival in Charleston, from where they were to be 

deported, the driver (who had been selected to remain but asked to accompany the deportees) 

nonetheless sought out his mistress and successfully convinced her to keep his grown daughter 

Sarah and her partner Bob. The rest were sent to Georgia. The other eight slaves not included in 

the transaction were sold to a Charleston trader for $1,500. Otherwise Allston never sold any 

slaves, save one whom he sold to New Orleans in 1847 for ―gross and wicked misconduct.‖ 

Plowden Weston also sold over a hundred of his slaves from his plantation Laurel Hill, which he 

decided to get rid of in 1856 in order to concentrate his holdings around Hagley, his resident 

plantation. The purchaser of the plantation, Daniel Jordan, offered to buy the slaves as well, but 

Weston decided instead to sell most of them to the Deep South where they could command a 

higher price. Their departure by riverboat was recorded by Weston‘s wife Emily: ―the vessel 

steamed along for a little while very slowly. Tears filled my eyes as I looked and listened to the 

wail from those on shore echoed by those on board.‖ Her husband was less perturbed. And 

although these slaves were sold to traders in family groups, there was no guarantee that families 

would be kept intact at auctions in the Deep South.44 

 Most slave families in antebellum Georgetown District were spared such a fate, however. 

Unlike Thomas Pinckney Alston and Plowden Weston, many local planters sold their plantations 

with their slave populations intact, as was the case with the above mentioned sale of Pipe Down 

to Robert Allston. 45  Slave families in the district were also largely safeguarded from separation 

through long-term hiring, unlike families in Fairfax County. Few plantations in the lowcountry 

counted ―surplus‖ slaves among their labor forces. Given the profitability of rice, its economies of 

scale, and the high mortality rates in the region, it was logical for planters to keep valuable field 

hands for themselves rather than hire them out to third parties. Indeed, many local rice planters 

hired slaves from elsewhere as temporary additions to the labor force. In December 1821, for 

example, the widowed Charlotte A. Allston hired on sixteen slaves for the 1822 planting season. 

One local planter advertised in 1829 that he ―WANTED TO HIRE — From 12 to 15 Field 

Negroes, accustomed to the culture of Rice.‖ After selling fifty-nine slaves (almost half of the 

original slave population) from Waverly in the 1830s, Robert Allston attempted to get his 

deceased brother‘s plantation back in the black by hiring extra hands — which minimized initial 
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capital outlay — to assist in rice cultivation. Between 1840 and 1857 he spent between $100 and 

$1,500 per year on hired slaves (or approximately enough for between one and twenty able-

bodied hands).46  

 That is not to say that local planters never hired out their slaves, but they did not often do 

so for long periods of time and frequently even kept simple family ties intact when they did. 

Robert Allston once hired out a number of his enslaved men to help construct a railroad — from 

which he stood to profit as the producer of a valuable market commodity and as a stockholder. 

This was a temporary project, however, and did not separate these men from their families for the 

entire year. James Ritchie Sparkman hired out five carpenters to work for William King in 1858, 

but only for one month. William Lowndes, on the other hand, did annually hire out a number of 

his slaves to his brother in the early nineteenth century. In 1807 he mentioned in his account book 

that twelve of his bondspeople had ―been working for some years with Mr. Charles Lowndes.‖ 

However, these slaves were hired out collectively in three family groups. Again the threat of 

inefficiency seems to have convinced local slaveholders to keep families intact, a practice which 

appears to have been common. An advertisement for slave hire in 1825 also offered ―between 

twenty and thirty Field Hands, with their families,‖ and when John Sparkman hired a woman 

named Louisa from E. S. Heriot in 1859 he allowed her to bring along her two adolescent sons as 

well. J. Motte Alston‘s case was more unusual. When he sold his Woodbourne plantation upon 

retirement in 1858 he ―hired all of my negroes to the new owner,‖ not only keeping families 

intact, but even preventing the hired slaves from having to leave their residence. This was not to 

last, however, as Alston later sold all but thirty-five of his slaves in bulk to the former South 

Carolina governor, John L. Manning.47 

 As was the case in northern Virginia, enslaved people in Georgetown District were most 

likely to be hired out during estate settlements, as is evident from the advertisements placed in the 

local Winyaw Intelligencer. Thomas Wilson‘s heirs offered for hire ―A GANG OF NEGROES, 

Men, women and children, the property of Thomas Wilson‘s children.‖ Another group of ―17 

Negroes of the Estate of Thomas Henning‖ was hired out in 1826. In 1830 the ―SIXTY and 

SEVENTY NEGROES of the Estate of N. Snow, a lunatic‖ were offered for hire for a period of 

one year. Most lots offered for hire could hardly be called gangs, however. Only two field hands 

belonging to the estate of James Belin were hired out in 1820. One group of slaves to ―be hired on 

the 1st and 10th of January, before the Market in Georgetown‖ consisted of ―FOUR NEGROES, 

the property of D. G. Williams, late of Georgetown, deceased.‖ Another consisted of ―SIX 

NEGROES, belonging to the Estate of the late Wm. M. Willson.‖ It can be assumed that  most 

such lots consisted of simple families.48 
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 In all only a small minority of slaves in antebellum Georgetown District were forcibly 

hired out by the year, and those who did were often hired out in family groups, thereby avoiding 

forced separation. Likewise, few families were separated by sale — whether local or long-

distance — or estate divisions, and family units were often kept intact even when human property 

did change hands. Large plantations, a profitable slave-based economy and the actions of 

bondspeople themselves helped create a stable environment for slaves families in the lowcountry, 

making forced separation there far less likely than it was in the Upper South. 

 

A Volatile Society: 

St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

The extent to which slave families in southern Louisiana were disrupted by estate divisions, sale 

or long-term hiring defies easy categorization. While the profitability of sugarcane and the 

continuous growth in slaveholding size safeguarded many families from dissolution, St. James 

Parish remained a volatile slave society during most of the antebellum period. Overcapitalization, 

starting planters‘ heavy dependence on creditors, or a few bad crops in a row, could all spell 

disaster for the sugar masters, inducing them (or their heirs) to rid themselves of some or all of 

their bondspeople. Slave families‘ experiences with forced separation in the sugar country 

therefore seem to occupy a middle position between those of families in northern Virginia, who 

were regularly torn apart, and families in lowcountry South Carolina, who were rarely dissolved. 

In St. James Parish it all depended, and enslaved people encountered few opportunities to gain 

any measure of control over their fate.49 

 Estate divisions in the parish appear to have combined characteristics found in both 

northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina. When they were not sold upon the death of 

their masters, slaves in St. James were often bequeathed to several heirs, and although 

slaveholdings were relatively large compared to other regions — especially in the late antebellum 

period — they were not as large as holdings in the lowcountry, which would suggest that family 

ruptures in southern Louisiana may have been a legitimate threat for many, as they were in 

Fairfax County. Unlike in Georgetown District, moreover, multiple plantation ownership in St. 

James was far from widespread, so bequeathing entire plantations intact to individual heirs was 

usually impossible. Historian Ann Patton Malone found that in Louisiana as a whole, estate 

divisions were a major cause for family disruption. Yet, intriguingly, the probate records for St. 

James Parish provide remarkably few examples of slaves actually being divided and changing 

residence during estate divisions. Accounts such as that of smallholder François Hymal, who 
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upon his death in 1823 bequeathed to his sister ―une Negress nommé Clarice‖, and to his brother 

―un negre de la Virginie nommé Jean Louis, un negre nommé Samson de plus une negresse 

nommé Sophie‖, were clearly exceptions to the rule. It appears that plantations were more 

frequently kept intact and effectively turned into partnerships, jointly owned and operated by two 

or more heirs, either indefinitely or until one heir bought out the rest. In other words, the sons and 

daughters of sugar planters were more likely to inherit an interest in the slave population of a 

plantation than any specific group of slaves. This would have been an economically sound 

practice, considering the exorbitant maintenance and operation costs involved in sugar planting, 

and the profitability of economies of scale. What good would it have been for each heir to receive 

ten slaves? How would such narrow plantations be divided? Who would get the costly sugar 

house with its expensive machinery? As stated in chapter five, the trend in the sugar country was 

toward growth and consolidation. If the heirs wished to extract maximum profit from their 

families‘ enterprises, they could better pool their resources rather than all become small cane 

farmers. And joint partnerships were nothing new in the sugar country.50 

 The succession papers of Leonard Fabre, for example, filed in March of 1828, mention 

that he owned one-fourth ―of a certain plantation, situated in this parish, about 63 miles from New 

Orleans, with the slaves, cattle, implements of husbandry and other appurtenances thereunto 

belonging.‖ The plantation, called Fabre & Fabre and containing fifty-three slaves, had been 

inherited and was held and operated ―in partnership with Marie Elizabeth Croizet [his sister], the 

widow Joseph Laurent Fabre [his deceased brother‘s wife], and Joseph Paul Fabre [his brother]‖. 

Upon Leonard‘s death his minor son inherited his father‘s quarter interest in the plantation and its 

slaves. Even into the third generation of ownership, thus, the slaves of Fabre & Fabre remained 

living on one residence, sparing families forced separation. The succession papers of Victorin 

Roman, which were first filed in 1832 but contain records  dating as late as 1853, also provide 

evidence of joint operations among several heirs. When Roman died in 1832, his estate was 

―greatly burthened with heavy debts and charges‖ estimated at $85,000, including a $55,000 

mortgage on the plantation. His total assets, including forty slaves, were valued at $76,332. Yet 

neither the plantation nor the slaves were sold (although this option was originally considered), 

nor was the estate physically divided among Roman‘s widow and six children. Instead, the family 

decided to continue operations as normal, dividing the proceeds equally. When Roman‘s widow 

passed away in 1838 the children, led by the oldest son Jean Jacques, collectively took over, 

investing even more capital in the plantation. At a family meeting it was decided that Jean 

Jacques be empowered ―to borrow, either from Capitalists or Banks . . . sums sufficient to satisfy 

the debts of said deceased and to buy an additional number of slaves to increase income of said 
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property.― He was later again called upon ―to contract with certain persons and for certain things 

for the benefit of said plantation, to have and purchase slaves to work thereon, to sell the sugar 

and molasses made or to be made thereon, at private sale as usual‖. During all of this the Roman 

slaves did not change residence, save one woman who was sold with her two minor children in 

1838, perhaps for misbehavior. The widow of sugar planter Hypolite LeBlanc likewise petitioned 

the court in 1835 to allow her two adult sons to continue running the family plantation with its 

twenty-seven slaves, as ―the said property cannot be conveniently divided‖ and they were all 

―unwilling to have the same exposed at auction‖.51  

This practice appears to have been widespread among both large and small slaveholders 

throughout the antebellum period. When C. M. Shepherd — who, in community with his wife, 

held a one-fourth interest in Golden Grove plantation (containing 242 slaves in 1855) — died, his 

wife petitioned the courts to split her one-fourth share with her four children, each of whom in 

1855 received an almost comical ―undivided one-fifth of the said undivided one-fourth of the 

Golden Grove plantation and the slaves thereto attached.‖ Persac‘s map of St. James sugar 

plantations from 1858 shows several such joint ventures, including plantations owned and run by, 

among others, the Armant Brothers, Widow Priestley & Heirs, Estate of J. T. Roman, Widow J. 

Goutraux & Son, Bertaua Brothers, Mrs. Melancon & Son, and Mrs. G. Mather and Son. The 

latter plantation contained 113 slaves when its owner died in 1837, and by the outbreak of the 

Civil War  the slave population had not only not been broken up, but had increased to 139.52 

 Slave families who were fortunate enough to live on such plantations were spared the fate 

of many of their northern Virginia counterparts, but there is little evidence to suggest that 

circumstances were greatly influenced by the slaves‘ own negotiations, as was clearly the case in 

lowcountry South Carolina. In the sugar country many heirs simply calculated that they could 

make more money by keeping the family business — including its slaves — together. Certainly 

not all were so inclined, however, for local estates were more frequently liquidated upon the 

death of a slaveholder, posing a far greater threat to slave family stability. The production of 

sugarcane was profitable indeed, but the dependence of starting planters on borrowed capital 

often burdened estates with debts of such magnitude that the widows and heirs of many sugar 

masters — especially young planters — quickly found themselves overwhelmed; more than a few 

decided against joint ownership and simply threw in the towel. This is clear from the probate 

records, which — like those of Fairfax County — are full of evidence that slave sales (and estate 

sales) were anything but uncommon during estate divisions in St. James Parish. The widow of 

planter Auguste Gaudet petitioned the parish court in 1832 to sell the plantation and all of the 

slaves belonging to her late husband‘s estate (―except the slave Marguerite and her issue‖) in 
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order to ―pay the debts left by him.‖ The widow of Jean Baptiste Chastant also found her 

husband‘s estate ―burthened with debts to a considerable amount‖, making it ―absolutely . . . 

necessary to sell the greater part (if not the whole)‖, including most of the slaves and the 

plantation itself. Numerous other examples can be found in the succession papers, spanning the 

entire antebellum period.53  

 Some plantations were sold along with their resident slaves, as was often the case in 

Georgetown District, which would have prevented the disruption of enslaved people‘s domestic 

arrangements. In 1817 the brothers J. H. and R. D. Shepherd bought Golden Grove plantation 

from François Guerin together with all of its machinery and 116 slaves. John Burnside, the 

grandee who in 1857 purchased an enormous estate which straddled the border between St. James 

and Ascension parishes, likewise appears to have bought the plantation‘s slaves along with the 

land. Just four years later the British correspondent William Howard Russell was told by one 

resident slave that he had been born and ―raised on the plantation‖, despite several changes in 

ownership. Newspaper advertisements sometimes specifically mentioned that plantations and 

slaves would be sold together. In 1849 the sugar farm and fifteen slaves belonging to the estate of 

Eboy Eber were put up for sale with instructions that they ―shall all be sold in one lot and payable 

cash.‖   In 1859 the estate of Etienne Dauney was advertised along with $30,000 worth of slaves 

―attached to said plantation‖. Another plantation was offered for sale ―together [with] 86 slaves‖, 

and yet another was offered for sale with specific instructions that ―the immoveables and 

slaves . . . are to be sold together.‖ Former bondspeople recalled such joint sales in their 

interviews by workers of the Federal Writers‘ Project. One woman named Melinda related that 

her grandmother had always lived on the same plantation, despite ―the passin‘ of three 

generations.‖ According to her, ―the plantation had changed hands, but Grandma‘s lot remained 

untouched.‖ Albert Patterson remembered that ―our plantation was sold twice before de war . . . 

And de man, he shout, ‗How much am I offered for plantation and fine men and women?‘ [. . .] 

And after a while one man buy it all.‖54 

 A perusal of the probate records, however, indicates that the slave populations of many 

plantations were divided and sold individually or in small lots to several buyers. Many lots may 

have consisted of complete families. Travelers Francis and Theresa Pulszky were told by the 

daughter of one local sugar planter that ―a good master never sells the husband from the wife,‖ 

but unlike in Georgetown District, estate inventories in St. James rarely list slaves in family 

groups, save mothers with their minor children. They were thus probably not intended to be sold 

intact, but rather in the most convenient manner possible. One local newspaper advertisement 

announced the sale of ―fifty-one slaves, to be sold separately or by families‖, leaving it up to the 
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buyer to decide whether or not to respect familial connections. The slaves belonging to Oak Alley 

plantation, owned by the estate of Jacques Telesphore Roman in 1848, were sold in lots and 

singly. The Roman heirs decided to sell only thirty-eight slaves in bulk with the plantation itself 

— the slaves and the plantation still being mortgaged to the Citizens Bank — but the other 

resident bondspeople were less fortunate. Twenty-four slaves were singled out in 1853 to be sold 

―singly and severally and . . . one by one,‖ for example. The plantation and 256 slaves belonging 

to P. M. Lapice were seized during a litigation process and sold; the terms and conditions of the 

sale were simply ―cash on the spot‖ — no provisions for families to be kept together were 

specified. The labor demand in the parish was so high that the frequenters of such sales were 

usually local planters or family members of the deceased, as was the case in the lowcountry, 

which suggests that if enslaved people were sold separately from their family members they 

probably remained within visiting distance. Twenty slaves were sold at the estate sale of planter 

Joseph Dugas in 1833 to thirteen different buyers, all of them neighbors and extended members 

of the Dugas family. Because the slaves‘ family ties were not recorded it is unclear to what extent 

families‘ domestic arrangements were ruptured; ten of these slaves were sold as singles, but they 

may have been solitaries. Patrick Uriell‘s twenty-eight slaves were sold to three local buyers. 

Again, the family structures of these bondspeople are unclear, but four mothers were sold 

together with their minor children. Valcour Aime bought a number of slaves from his brother‘s 

estate auctions in 1840 and 1841, also including some mothers with their small children.55  

The collective sale of mothers with their minor children had little to do with the 

negotiating power of enslaved women, however, nor with the sympathies of the sellers. Unlike 

other southern states Louisiana forbade the sale of children ten years of age or younger from their 

mothers (unless they were orphans), and the law appears to have been generally respected. When 

the heirs of Jean Baptiste Keller sold the slaves attached to the estate in 1833, for example, they 

demanded a down payment of ―fifty dollars on each of them, not reckoning the children under ten 

years of age who may be sold along with their mothers‖. Despite the law, however, aversion 

among slaveholders to separating family members does not appear to have been widespread. 

Orphans siblings were casually separated from each other: two slaves sold at the estate auction of 

Zenon Arcenaux consisted of orphan sisters (ages four and seven) who were sold to different 

purchasers. Children over the age of were often sold apart from their parents, too, as is clear from 

the estate sale accounts of planter Pierre Chenet. Chenet‘s thirty-five slaves were sold to thirteen 

different buyers in 1837, all of whom were locals and two of whom belonged to the Chenet 

family. Four mothers were sold along with their minor children, but children over the age of ten 

were sold individually. Twelve-year-old Delphine, for example, was the only slave sold to one 
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Louis Pollet, obviously separating her from her family. Seven other buyers also bought only one 

slave. Sometimes teenage children were bought along with their mothers — Aime bought a 

woman named Huldy along with her fourteen-year-old daughter Lisa in 1829 — but there was no 

guarantee.56 

 Although evidence is scarce it seems likely that some enslaved people in St. James Parish 

at least attempted to create opportunities to avoid family separation by local sale, for example by 

negotiating with either the heirs of the estate not to be sold, or with potential buyers to be 

purchased along with certain family members, as was common throughout the South. The widow 

of Auguste Gaudet originally stipulated to the parish court that all of the slaves belonging to her 

husband‘s estate be sold except one Marguerite, but later changed her mind and requested to keep 

―the slave Alexandrine and her children, Constant (5 years) and Theodore (3 years old)‖ as well, 

perhaps at the specific request of either Alexandrine or Marguerite. Similar actions may explain 

why in 1810 one F. Blanchard sold only a complete ―famille d‘Esclaves‖ to Michel Cantrelle, or 

why the widow of Jean Baptiste Chastant decided to sell all of her slaves except one complete 

family of eight. Some slaves attempted to take matters into their own hands: in June of 1854 a 

man and wife absconded from the plantation belonging to the estate of François Dufresne in order 

to avoid sale and separation. Yet enslaved people were obviously not always successful. The 

collective resistance that induced planters in the lowcountry to purchase and sell slaves in family 

units appears to have been absent in the sugar country, and individual resistance often had little 

effect, as was the case in northern Virginia. Former bondsman Hunton Love recalled the sale of a 

group of slaves on his plantation: ―Susan was bought and told to follow her new master. She was 

just about in childbirth and wouldn‘t move. When urged, [she] said, ‗I won‘t go! I won‘t go! I 

won‘t!‘ For that she was given one hundred fifty lashes.‖ When enslaved people were sold apart 

from family members, but remained in the general vicinity, they retained family contact by 

requesting passes for weekend visiting. As elsewhere, however, slaves sold beyond a distance of 

ten to fifteen miles were harder put to visit their families regularly, although even then some 

risked truancy to do so. One ex-slave recalled in an interview to workers of the Federal Writers‘ 

Project that his ―father was sold up in Ascension Parish to a bad man, but he wouldn‘t work. So 

de man learned him a trade, and then he ran away to come back and see his family.‖57 

 Enslaved people appear to have been vulnerable to sale primarily during estate divisions, 

when many heavily capitalized estates were liquidated. The local nature of such sales suggests 

that family units were probably not often dissolved, but rather that their domestic arrangements 

were disrupted. While their masters were alive, however, slaves enjoyed a relative degree of 

stability in an otherwise extremely profitable and wealthy region of the South, similar to the 



240 

 

experiences of families in the lowcountry. The continuous growth in plantation size during the 

antebellum period, discussed in chapter five, indicates that most plantations in St. James Parish 

were not broken up, and the explosive growth of the slave population (by 363 percent between 

1810 and 1860) suggests that for slaves the chances of being sold outside of the parish or state 

were slim. Long-distance sale always remained a possibility, of course, especially under certain 

circumstances. Historian Ann Patton Malone found that most Louisiana slaveowners ―did not 

usually sell workers unless they were unproductive, considered troublemakers or confirmed 

runaways, or in the case of a serious financial reversal.‖ In the first three cases bondspeople could 

avoid deportation by working hard and staying out of trouble, but in the case of financial reversal 

there was little room for negotiation. Swedish traveler Fredrika Bremer witnessed such an 

occasion when she attended a slave auction at New Orleans in which a group of slaves were sold 

because their owner, a sugar planter, had ―given his bond for a friend who afterward became 

bankrupt, [after which he was] obliged to meet his responsibilities by parting with his faithful 

servants.‖ The widow of Patrick Uriell, whose late husband‘s estate was heavily burdened with 

debts, originally stated to St. James Parish officials that she believed ―it would be more 

advantageous to the succession that they [the slaves] be sold at the City of New Orleans, by an 

auction,‖ presumably because they could command a higher price there. For unknown reasons the 

slaves were eventually sold locally, as stated above, but the incident makes clear that local 

slaveholders had no qualms about removing their inherited bondspeople from the parish via the 

booming slave markets of New Orleans if they thought it convenient to do so. In practice, 

however, few enslaved people in the sugar country were sold away. Frederick Law Olmsted 

spoke to a local slave, originally from Virginia, who neatly summed up the situation when he 

claimed that ―folks didn‘t very often sell their servants here, as they did in Virginia. They were 

selling their servants in Virginia all the time; but, here, they did not very often sell them, except 

they run away.‖58 

 Indeed, most of the evidence which pertains to the slave trade in the southern Louisiana 

sugar country concerns itself with the importation of slaves from other parts of the South, 

especially the Upper South. Enslaved people in St. James Parish were certainly not insulated from 

the horrors of the domestic slave trade, as they often were in Georgetown District; rather, like 

those in Fairfax County, they were regularly confronted with the traffic face to face. Louisiana 

slaves, however, found themselves on the receiving end — theirs was the final destination for the 

thousands who poured in through the South‘s largest slave market at New Orleans. The probate 

records for St. James Parish are full of inventories listing ―American‖ slaves, designating 

bondspeople who had been imported from outside of Louisiana. Of the twenty-four slaves 
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belonging to Jean Baptiste Boucry in 1833, for example, thirteen were ―American‖ and two older 

women were even African. Census data testify to the large proportion of imported slaves: despite 

the fact that St. James Parish counted 28 percent more deaths than births in the 1850s, the slave 

population grew during that decade by 5 percent — 11 percent if projected population decline is 

taken into account, indicating that approximately 834 bondspeople were imported into the parish 

in just ten years. Former slaves recalled not the departures of family members, as in northern 

Virginia, but rather the arrival of new laborers. Elizabeth Ross Hite for one told interviewers that 

she ―ain‘t never seen an auction block, but I‘se seen slaves when dey come off de auction block. 

Dey would be sweatin‘ and lookin‘ sick.‖ Advertisements in local newspapers called not for able-

bodied slaves to be deported elsewhere, but announced the sale of new arrivals, such as the 

following: ―NEGRES! NEGRES! Un grand choix d‘esclaves des deux sexes‖ and ―NEGROES 

FOR SALE. About one hundred Virginia slaves‖. Ironically, most of the northern Virginia slaves 

sold to traders Franklin & Armfield in Alexandria — including many from Fairfax County — 

were destined for the New Orleans market and found themselves eventually dispatched to local 

sugar plantations. Like the rest of the sugar region, St. James Parish was a net importer of slaves, 

not a net exporter — a factor which safeguarded many local slave families from potential 

dissolution.59 

 The insatiable demand for labor which safeguarded many enslaved people from being 

sold outside of the parish also protected most from being annually hired out to third parties. As 

was the case in Georgetown District, sugar planters did not often hire out their slaves — indeed, 

they regularly augmented their own labor forces with extra hands from elsewhere during labor-

intensive periods such as the grinding season. Only smallholders seem to have occasionally hired 

out a few hands to their wealthier neighbors, and then only for short periods of time. The account 

books of Wilton plantation, owned by W. W. Wilkins, illustrate the trouble to which sugar 

planters went to secure extra labor when they needed it. Wilkins owned both a sugar plantation in 

St. James Parish and a cotton plantation in the northern part of the state, and in 1847 he diverted a 

number of hands from his cotton plantation to help his gangs in St. James during the grinding 

season. He also hired a few slaves from his neighbor and small slaveholder Octave Colomb. In 

1853 Wilkins paid smallholders P. Webre and Andrew Crane $37.50 for slaves hired to do two 

days‘ windrowing, and in 1854 he paid M. Gourdin $70.67 for the hire of a number of slaves to 

perform three days‘ work. This practice appears to have been common throughout the sugar 

country, especially during the harvest. Samuel Fagot spent almost $850 on hiring slaves for the 

1854 grinding season; Jean Baptiste Fernand‘s expenses for ―loyer de negres‖ in 1858 amounted 

to $150. John Burnside even occasionally hired Irish free laborers to perform unhealthy jobs such 
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as cleaning out ditches. His overseer claimed that it was ―much cheaper to have the Irish do it, 

who cost nothing to the planter, if they died, than to use up good field hands in such severe 

employment.‖60  

Slaves in the sugar country were usually only hired out for temporary stints when they 

were hired out at all, which did not really count as forced separation from family members. Even 

so, however, many enslaved people attempted to create opportunities to negotiate the terms of 

their hire, like their counterparts in Fairfax County. Most commonly they protested against being 

hired to planters whom they deemed to be inadequate or cruel. Andrew Crane, a starting planter 

who was occasionally dependent on hired labor for his cane harvests during the 1850s, had a 

particularly bad reputation among the local slave population. When Crane tried to hire a girl 

named Emma from E. Herbert for the 1858 grinding season, Emma — who had worked for Crane 

before — disrupted the negotiations by complaining to her master. Herbert replied in a letter to 

Crane that his slave girl ―complains mightily about your feeding; if it is so my girl shall not pass 

the grinding season at your house. As for the rest of my boys, I have already hired them at Mrs. 

Heidi Nichols. I was to hire them to you, but they told me they would go anywhere before they 

would to you . . . I hired them according to their wishes.‖ Most hired hands were probably not as 

successful as Herbert‘s  slaves in affecting the nature of their hire, but the case illustrates that 

neither did they always resign to their lot.61 

A vast majority of enslaved families in St. James Parish were spared forced separation by 

long-term hire, however. Through joint partnerships families were often kept intact when 

bequeathed to several heirs as well, and as long as their masters lived they were rarely confronted 

with the threat of sale. But if the labor market and profitability of sugar cultivation in St. James 

protected most families‘ domestic arrangements most of the time, the sugar country remained a 

volatile slave society, and its heavily capitalized plantations were vulnerable to liquidation upon 

the death of a slaveholder, making forced separation a real threat for many slave families. 

Although such sales were usually local in nature, which made dissolution less likely, they did 

disrupt some families‘ domestic arrangements, making family members dependent on the pass 

system to maintain family contact. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The stability of enslaved people‘s family structures and domestic arrangements over time differed 

across space and depended heavily on both the nature of slaveholding and the labor markets of 
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different slave societies. In Fairfax County small slaveholdings and the decline in regional 

agriculture proved disastrous for slave families, as estate divisions  and long-term hiring severed 

domestic arrangements and the domestic slave trade ripped many families completely apart. The 

nature of forced separation in Georgetown District was very different: large slaveholdings and 

multiple plantation ownership, as well as the profitability of rice cultivation, protected most slave 

families from being divided, sold or annually hired out. St. James Parish again takes a middle 

position. Joint partnerships cushioned the effects of estate divisions, and both the profitability of 

sugar cultivation and insatiable demand for labor in the region safeguarded many families from 

sale and long-term hiring; yet the dependence of sugar planters on borrowed capital forced many 

heirs of deceased slaveholders to sell their plantations and slaves, sometimes as collective units 

but perhaps more often individually or in small lots. Louisiana law protected the separation of 

mothers from their minor children, but older children and spouses could be (and were) sold apart 

from their families.  

In none of the three regions were slaves passive when confronted with the threat of 

forced separation, even if they were not always (or even often) successful. They  negotiated to be 

sold or hired together, they ran away, and in lowcountry South Carolina they even made family 

separation an economically unattractive proposition for potential buyers or employers. The 

boundaries and opportunities with which families in bondage were confronted to avoid separation 

and maintain a degree of stability varied from region to region, but appear to have been most 

conducive to family stability in Georgetown District, and least so in Fairfax County. 
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Part IV 

Conclusions 
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Chapter Eight 

Weathering Different Storms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The secession of Virginia, South Carolina, and Louisiana from the Union in the winter of  1860-

61 placed the institution of slavery in each of those states — as in the rest of the South — on what 

would ultimately prove to be the path to destruction. By the time the Civil War ended in 1865 the 

storm of bondage was over for more than four million African Africans, and many of the most 

formidable boundaries which enslaved people had encountered in shaping their family lives — 

from the pass system to the auction block — were shattered. Yet when the experiences of 

individual slave communities are illuminated it becomes clear that more than one storm passed 

when the guns fell silent. Freedmen in Fairfax County, Georgetown District and St. James Parish 

had survived very different ordeals. They had all been slaves, to be sure, but the nature of slavery 

in their respective regions had differed markedly.1  

Family was the cornerstone of American slave communities and slave culture, but as this 

book has demonstrated, the specific nature of slave family life was contingent upon time and 

place, not only because the institution of slavery itself was susceptible to variation, but also 

because the extent  and nature of agency among enslaved people was as well. Certainly many 

factors influenced the nature of slave family life, but the dynamic relationship between the nature 

of regional agriculture on the one hand, and the boundaries and opportunities for family life on 

the other, was of particular importance in laying the foundations for slave families‘ daily 

experiences, domestic arrangements, and long-term stability. This crucial link between local 
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economies and families has long been underestimated in the historical literature. Past studies have 

tended to paint one-dimensional pictures of American slave families by ignoring regional 

economic differences, and by ignoring or — far more often — overemphasizing the agency of 

slaves in shaping their own lives.  It is in this context that the comparative approach is so valuable, 

as it offers a means for understanding slave families in different settings as they truly were: 

dynamic social units that were formed and existed under different circumstances across time and 

space. This book therefore aims to complement recent groundbreaking regional studies of slave 

family life such as those by Brenda Stevenson, Larry Hudson, Ann Patton Malone, Wilma 

Dunaway and Emily West, by expanding the scope of localized research to a broader comparative 

level; but it also aims to formulate a middle ground in the traditional debate over slave agency 

which flared up in the 1970s between revisionists such as Herbert Gutman and Eugene Genovese 

on the one hand, and cliometricians such as Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman on the other, by 

emphasizing the boundaries and opportunities which characterized slave family life. 

As stated in the introduction, the three regions analyzed in this book represent the 

extremes of the southern economy. If the cotton districts were the ―norm‖ in the antebellum South, 

the wheat, rice and sugar districts were patently not. But it is particularly insightful to consider 

what life was like for slaves living in the non-cotton South, in regions which would be considered 

abnormal with respect to economic trends, working conditions, slaveholding size, and the supply 

and demand for slave labor. As historian Peter J. Parish aptly put it in his overview of the 

historiography of American slavery: ―Much of the character of an institution may be revealed by 

its margins and its abnormalities. Exceptions may not prove rules but they can put them into 

clearer perspective.‖ By illuminating slavery in the extremes, this book has attempted to explore 

the limits of slave family life and consider the best- and worst-case scenarios for parenting, 

family economies, marriage, and family stability. It has also clarified the nature and extent of 

agency in shaping slave family life — including its underlying similarities across the South. 

Indeed, at the risk of generalizing the results of this study it must be stated that while the extent of 

agency and its outer forms obviously varied across time and space, the intent of enslaved people 

with respect to their families appears to have been similar in each of the three regions studied 

here. Enslaved people in general attempted to maximize family time and contact (whether in the 

field, in the quarters, or in the form of weekend visiting), improve material conditions for 

themselves and their family members, and protect themselves and their family members from 

forced separation. The variations in all of these aspects in different regions and at different times 

had little to do with fundamental cultural variations, but rather with the different boundaries and 
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opportunities with which slaves in different parts of the South were confronted to realize their 

ideals.2 

 When analyzed side by side, the results of this interaction between the nature of regional 

agriculture and the behavior of slave families are most striking. The ―typical‖ — for lack of a 

better term — slave family in Fairfax County was cross-plantation in structure, extremely 

vulnerable to forced separation, had an underdeveloped family economy, and encountered few 

opportunities for extensive family contact. These characteristics were clearly shaped by both 

external factors and slave agency. Cross-plantation marriages were not forced upon slaves from 

above, but were rather slaves‘ solution to a structural demographic problem triggered by the 

decline in slave-based agriculture; after all, they could have simply chosen not to marry or 

maintain long-term relationships. Forced separation plagued northern Virginia slave families, but 

many slaves did attempt to save themselves or their family members from separation, even if they 

were seldom successful. Likewise, the underdevelopment of slave family economies and lack of 

family contact were rooted in the nature of local agriculture, but again slaves clearly reacted to 

their situation — theft from the master and weekend visiting are good examples. 

By contrast, the typical slave family in Georgetown District was co-residential in 

structure, less vulnerable to forced separation, had a highly developed family economy, and 

encountered more opportunities to maximize family contact. Unique external factors in the 

lowcountry stimulated unique reactions from enslaved people. Most chose to live in co-residential 

households where that was demographically possible, and the slave population as a whole made 

forced separation and unattractive financial proposition. Slaves also worked hard to complete 

their tasks early in order to maximize family contact and work for themselves in order to improve 

their material comforts. Less formidable boundaries and more opportunities led to greater long-

term stability, more contact and better material conditions than slaves living in northern Virginia. 

Finally, the typical slave family living in St. James Parish was characterized by a co-

residential domestic arrangement (but surrounded by a large number of singles), moderate 

vulnerability to forced separation, a moderately developed family economy, and very few 

opportunities for family contact. The work and social landscapes of enslaved people in southern 

Louisiana combined aspects found in both northern Virginia and lowcountry South Carolina, and 

were in many respects truly unique for North America. External factors weighed heavily indeed 

upon the slave population in the sugar country, but their actions certainly helped shape their 

family lives. As in Georgetown District, many chose to live in co-residential households where 

possible and expended tremendous energy in exploiting opportunities to acquire material goods 
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for themselves and their families. Their lack of family contact cannot be attributed to a lack of 

cohesion, but to gang labor and eighteen-hour shifts during the grinding season.  

―Typical‖ slave families may have existed for northern Virginia, lowcountry South 

Carolina, and southern Louisiana, but a typical American slave family surely did not exist. The 

boundaries and opportunities with which families in different slave societies were confronted 

varied far too widely. In the aftermath of slavery African-American families were confronted 

with new kinds of boundaries and opportunities, and their experiences during slavery no doubt 

influenced the way they seized new chances and dealt with new challenges. Families in different 

regions, however, drew from different family histories to forge new beginnings. 
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Introduction 

 

1. In the 1950s, historians such as Kenneth Stampp (and sociologist E. Franklin Frazier before 

them) advanced the theory that slave culture, and thus the slave family, had been destroyed by the system 

of bondage, an idea which was conveniently used by many scholars and politicians to explain the perceived 

failure of African-American family life in the twentieth century. The contours of a debate emerged in the 

1970s, however, when a wave of revisionist and cliometric literature debunked the traditional theory that 

slavery had stripped enslaved people of their humanity and reduced them to irresponsible, promiscuous and 

childlike ―Sambos‖. Revisionist studies by Eugene Genovese, Herbert Gutman, John Blassingame, and 

others, emphasized slave agency as a formidable force which led to the creation of stable slave families and 

a remarkably autonomous slave culture, even in a system of unspeakable oppression. Meanwhile, the other 

side of the debate came to center around the work of cliometricians Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, 

who published Time on the Cross in 1974. Fogel and Engerman suggested that slave families had been 

stable and cohesive because slaveholders found such arrangements to be the most profitable, thereby giving 

credit for any stability on the part of slave families to slaveholders and the capitalist nature of slave-based 

agriculture instead of slave agency. Both camps have been criticized for their respective exaggerations and 

shortcomings, but even the most recent studies on slave culture can be categorized as broadly subscribing 

to one or the other view. See E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family: A Study of Family Origins before the 

Civil War (Nashville, 1932); Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-bellum 

South (New York, 1956), especially 343-48; Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves 

Made (New York, 1976); Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New 

York, 1976); John W. Blassingame, The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (1972; 

reprint New York, 1972), especially ch. 4; Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the 

Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (Boston, 1974); Robert William Fogel, Without Consent 

or Contract: The Rise and Fall of American Slavery (New York, 1989), ch. 6. 

2. Both camps of the above-mentioned debate have been criticized for their generalizations of 

slave culture. Several microstudies present their conclusions as the ―real‖ story as well, however. A couple 

of recent examples are Brenda Stevenson‘s study of slave family life in northern Virginia, and Wilma 

Dunaway‘s research on slave families in the Appalachians, but the trend is widespread. Dunaway claimed 

that her study‘s focus was on a ―region that was typical of the circumstances in which a majority of U.S. 

slaves were held.‖ Ann Patton Malone, in her solidly researched and innovative study of slave family 

formation in Louisiana, declared that there were no real differences in household structure between sugar 

and cotton regions and that her conclusions indeed would ―hold for other lower South. . . slave states.‖ See 
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Ann Patton Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in Nineteenth-Century 

Louisiana (Chapel Hill, 1992); Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black & White: Family and Community in the 

Slave South (New York, 1996); Wilma A. Dunaway, The African-American Family in Slavery and 

Emancipation (New York, 2003), 5.  

3. I follow Ann Patton Malone‘s definition of the simple family here as consisting of couples, 

whether co-residential or not, with or without children, or singles living with their children. See Malone, 

Sweet Chariot, 7. Although recent scholarship has emphasized the importance of extended family networks 

for enslaved people—indeed, such networks were important for white society as well — the basic social 

unit for slaves, as well as Their reference point for all other social relationships, remained the simple 

family. See Stevenson, Life in Black & White (1996) for the importance of extended kin for both white and 

black society in the antebellum South. 

4. Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, American Negro Slavery: A Survey of the Supply, Employment and 

Control of Negro Labor as Determined by Plantation Regime (New York, 1918), 342-43 and ch. 22. The 
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(Oxford, 1976), 194-5, and Fogel, Without Consent or Contract, 162-68. 

5. W. E. B. DuBois, The Negro American Family (1909; reprint Cambridge, Mass., 1970); E. 
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1959); Daniel Patrick Moynihan, ―The Negro Family: The Case for National Action,‖ Washington, DC, 

1965. 

6. Blassingame, The Slave Community, xi (quote). 

 7. Fogel, Without Consent or Contract, 162-68. 

8. The works of the revisionists were extensive and too numerous to list here. The most well 

known are: Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll; Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom; 

Blassingame, The Slave Community; Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and the 

Foundations of Black America (New York, 1987). 

 9. John Blassingame was a notable exception and was widely criticized for his refusal to use the 

ex-slave interviews for his book. According to him the interviews were unreliable. He did use nineteenth-

century autobiographies, however. See Donna J. Spindel, ―Assessing Memory: Twentieth-Century Slave 

Narratives Reconsidered,‖ Journal of Interdisciplinary History, vol. 27, no. 2 (Autumn, 1996): 251. 

 10. Gutman, Black Family in Slavery and Freedom. Not all revisionists agreed with Gutman. 

Blassingame, for one, argued that female-headed and cross-plantation households among slaves were near 

universal, but still supported this thesis with slave agency when he claimed that some enslaved men vowed 

early on never to marry and run the risk of forced separation; the rest preferred cross-plantation marriages 
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Chapter Six 
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spouses who lived on other holdings, and punishing adultery — but that they largely failed. These ideas 

were rooted in the romantic myth of the Old South and the widespread belief among whites that African 

Americans were childlike, irresponsible and promiscuous by nature. Only in the 1950s, especially with the 

publication of The Peculiar Institution (1956), by Kenneth Stampp, did scholars begin to blame slavery for 

the instability of slave families — although the image of the fatherless slave family remained, the 

explanations for the absence of fathers shifted. Stampp, like African-American sociologist E. Franklin 

Frazier before him, claimed that slave families had been highly unstable as a direct result of bondage: the 
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extent of forced separation, as family ties are not often mentioned in the records, which are already 

fragmentary to begin with. See Malone, Sweet Chariot, 213. 

 56. The law made it illegal to ―sell the mother of any slave child or children, ten years of age or 

under, separate from said mother.‖ Acts of the Legislature of the State of Louisiana, 1828-29, cited in 

Wendell Holmes Stephenson, Isaac Franklin: Slave Trader and Planter of the Old South (1938; reprint 

Gloucester, Mass., 1968), 77 (quote);  Succession of Jean Baptiste Keller, 14 Jan. 1833, Probate Records, 

SJPC (second quote); Succession of Zenon Arcenaux, 4 Aug. 1848, Probate Records, SJPC; Succession of 

Pierre Chenet, 28 Aug. 1837, Probate Records, SJPC; Valcour Aime Slave Records. 
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 57. Succession of Auguste Gaudet, 18 Apr. 1832, Probate Records, SJPC (first quote); Succession 

of Michel Cantrelle, 19 Feb. 1810, SJPC; Succession of Jean Baptiste Chastant, 10 Jan. 1832, SJPC; Le 

Messager, 22 Jun. 1854; Hunton Love, in Clayton, ed., Mother Wit, 162 (second quote); Albert Patterson, 

in ibid., 179 (third quote). 

 58. See chapter five of the present volume, especially Table 5.3, for growth of slave population 

and plantation size. Malone, Sweet Chariot, 212-13 (first quote); Fredrika Bremer, Homes of the New 

World; Impressions of America (New York, 1854), vol. 2, 206 (second quote); Succession of Patrick Uriell, 

23 Apr. 1835, Probate Records, SJPC (third quote); Olmsted, Seaboard Slave States, 678 (fourth quote).  

 59. Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, Mass., 

1999), 1-2. In 1850 slave deaths outnumbered births by 194 to 151, or 28 percent. The total slave 

population was 7,724. By 1860 the slave population had grown to 8,128, an increase of 404, whereas it 

should have declined by 430, to 7,294, according to the ratio of births to deaths. Total population growth 

amounted to 834, an increase of 11 percent. Calculations based on data from the Historical Census Browser 

on the website of the Fisher Library, University of Virginia 

(http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus/index.html).  Succession of Jean Baptiste Boucry, 

30 Sept. 1833, Probate Records, SJPC; Elizabeth Ross Hite, in Clayton, ed., Mother Wit, 103 (first quote);  

L‟Avant Coureur, 26 Feb. 1854 (second quote); Louisiana State Gazette, 13 Feb. 1826 (third quote); 

Wendell Holmes Stephenson, Isaac Franklin: Slave Trader and Planter of the Old South (1938; reprint 

Gloucester, Mass., 1968), 22-93. 

 60. Richard Follett, The Sugar Masters, 83, 85 (second quote), 86; Cash Book, 25 July 1854, 25 

Dec. 1853, Bruce, Seddon and Wilkins Plantation Records, Hill Memorial Library, LSU; Jean Baptiste 

Ferchand, Journal, 1858, in Stampp, ed., RASP, Series H (microfilm), Hill Memorial Library, LSU; 

Sitterson, Sugar Country, 66-67. Sugar planters throughout the region hired on extra hands during the 

harvest. Solomon Northup, enslaved on a cotton plantation in a northern parish, was regularly hired out by 

his master to sugar plantations in St. Mary Parish  ―during the season of cane-cutting.‖ Solomon Northup, 

Twelve Years a Slave (1853; reprint Mineola, NY, 1970), 208. 

 61. E. Herbert to A. E. Crane, 6 Oct. 1858, Andrew E. Crane Family Papers, Hill Memorial 

Library, LSU (quote). 

 

Chapter Eight 

 

1. For more on the transition from slavery to freedom in these regions and the South in general, 

see the following works, among others: Joel Williamson, After Slavery: The Negro in South Carolina 

during Reconstruction, 1861-1877 (Chapel Hill, 1965);  C. Peter Ripley, Slaves and Freedmen in Civil War 

Louisiana (Baton Rouge, 1976); Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery 

(New York, 1979); Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America‟s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York, 
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1988); Leslie A. Schwalm, A Hard Fight for We: Women‟s Transition from Slavery to Freedom in South 

Carolina (Urbana, 1997); Ira Berlin and Leslie S. Rowland, eds., Families and Freedom: A Documentary 

History of African-American Kinship in the Civil War Era (New York, 1997); John C. Rodrigue, 

Reconstruction in the Cane Fields: From Slavery to Free Labor in Louisiana‟s Sugar Parishes, 1862-1880 

(Baton Rouge, 2001).  

 2. Peter J. Parish, Slavery: History and Historians (New York, 1989), 97 (quote).  
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Summary 
 

 
 

Despite the publication of hundreds of books and articles on the history of American slavery, 

our understanding of many aspects of enslaved people‟s culture remains clouded by 

disagreement among contemporary scholars. The nature of slaves‟ family lives has proved to 

be an especially thorny issue, and a general consensus among historians regarding the daily 

experiences, structure, and stability of families in bondage has been slow in coming.  

A perusal of the historical literature suggests that two broad issues lay at the root of 

this disagreement. First, scholars have long disagreed over the extent to which slave family 

life was shaped by the external factors of slavery, or rather by slave agency. Was family life 

among the enslaved most strongly influenced from above, promoted or thwarted by 

slaveholders, the slave-based economy, and the institution of bondage? Or was it the 

cornerstone of a semi-autonomous slave culture, the product of enslaved people‟s own 

negotiation and resilient determination to reassert their humanity and dignity in the face of 

oppression? Second, scholars appear reluctant to abandon their singular views of slave family 

life. Until recently, historians rarely considered the diversity of slave culture across time and 

space, and the experiences of the family unit have in the past too often been generalized. 

Studies of antebellum slavery in particular have tended to magnify the experiences of slaves 

living in the southern interior (where cotton prevailed) and present them as the norm. This 

overemphasis on the cotton South has certainly not gone unnoticed, and the past generation of 

scholars has produced a myriad of regional studies which illuminate slave culture in various 

communities of the non-cotton South, but none of these studies have employed a comparative 

approach, and indeed many also claim to present the norm, thereby simply rejecting the 

conclusions of earlier research. In other words, few historians have taken an inclusive — 

rather than exclusive — approach to slave family life. The generalizations of past studies 

severely underestimate the social and economic diversity of the antebellum South, which was 

far more varied and complex. 

This dissertation offers a reinterpretation of enslaved people‟s family lives in the 

nineteenth-century South, namely by formulating a middle ground in the historical debate 

over slave agency and by redefining slave family life in plural form. A comparative study 

which examines the importance of time and place for slave families, this work points to the 

varied nature of regional agriculture in diverse southern localities as the most important 

underlying factor in the development of slave family life — not necessarily because it 

dictated the experiences of slave families from above, but because it provided them with a 

basic framework of boundaries and opportunities with respect to family contact, childcare, 
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family-based internal production, marriage strategies, and long-term stability. Specifically, 

this book addresses the following central question: How did the nature of regional agriculture 

affect slave families in various localities of the non-cotton South?  This question is examined 

for simple families living in three regions of the antebellum South: Fairfax County in northern 

Virginia, Georgetown District in lowcountry South Carolina, and St. James Parish in southern 

Louisiana, respectively. 

Part I provides an introduction to both the topic and the setting. Following an 

introductory chapter which discusses historiography and methodology, chapter one offers a 

broad examination of slave-based agriculture in each of the three above mentioned slave 

societies, including themes such as profitability and general economic trends. It demonstrates 

that between 1800 and 1860, Fairfax County in northern Virginia suffered significant 

economic and demographic decline, as it devolved from a tobacco slave society in the 

direction of a society with slaves. As the economy shifted to mixed grain farming, slave labor 

became increasingly marginalized in local agriculture. Meanwhile, Georgetown District in 

lowcountry South Carolina showed no signs of decline in the antebellum period; indeed the 

empire built on rice expanded and consolidated during that time, resulting in a slave society 

where plantations containing hundreds of slaves were the norm and spectacular wealth and 

grandeur were widespread. In St. James Parish in southern Louisiana, the sugar boom of the 

early 1800s transformed a once quite Mississippi River parish into an American slave society. 

St. James showed all of the telltale signs of a rapidly expanding slave economy, from the 

exponential growth of slaveholding size to the male surplus in its enslaved population. 

In Part II (which includes chaters two through four) the focus is on the effects of work 

on slave families‟ daily experiences. Chapter two explains the daily and seasonal tasks and 

work patterns of enslaved people living in antebellum northern Virginia, lowcountry South 

Carolina, and southern Louisiana. It traces the time-work (sunup to sundown) system applied 

to farm work in Fairfax County to the legacy of tobacco, and describes the transformation of 

monoculture field hands into jacks-of-all-trades; outlines the straightforward yet unhealthy 

nature of rice cultivation in Georgetown District, as well as the unique task system by which 

enslaved hands there worked; and describes the furious haste of cane cultivation in St. James 

Parish, with its almost military application of gang labor and factory-like shifts in the sugar 

house during the grinding season. 

Chapter three examines how work and the nature of regional agriculture affected the 

lives of slave families during their time for the master. What kinds of boundaries and 

opportunities did work patterns and the specific demands for cultivating various cash crops 

create for parenthood and childcare during working hours? Under what circumstances were 

enslaved people afforded the opportunity to work together or otherwise spend time with their 

family members during the day? And how did slave families react to these boundaries and 
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opportunities? It concludes that time-work and the economic decline that plagued slave-based 

agriculture in Fairfax County, which triggered a decline in slaveholding size and made fewer 

slaves responsible for more tasks, burdened enslaved parents (and especially women) with 

formidable boundaries and inflexibility when it came to reconciling their formal work with 

parental duties. Pregnant women were afforded only very short confinement periods (as they 

could not be missed in the fields), and children were often left under the loose supervision of 

domestic servants, the white mistress, or sometimes nobody at all; children were moreover 

put to work at a very young age. In the fields, new mothers lacked the flexibility to return to 

the quarters at regular intervals to nurse their babies. The small number of slaves on most 

holdings, however, afforded slaves of working age limited opportunities to work together 

with family members during the day.  

In Georgetown District, the unhealthy nature of rice cultivation afforded pregnant 

women and new mothers opportunities to take advantage of lighter workloads and longer 

confinement periods (usually at least a month). When they returned to work, the vast size of 

local slaveholdings allowed for the widespread use of organized childcare in the form of 

nurseries, and the flexibility of the task system enabled new mothers to return at regular 

intervals to nurse their babies. Task work also allowed families opportunities to work together 

in the fields, and men often came to the aid of their wives to finish their tasks early.  

In St. James Parish, the developing nature of a booming slave society shared 

characteristics found in both northern Virginia and lowcountry Carolina. Cane cultivation was 

so physically demanding (and thus unhealthy for childbearing women) that new mothers were 

usually assigned lighter tasks during pregnancy and afforded month-long confinement 

periods. Gang labor and shifts in the sugar house deprived new mothers of the flexibility to 

return for breastfeeding, but planters often allowed them short breaks to nurse their babies—

child mortality was appalling and every new addition to the labor force was desperately 

needed. Not all planters were so generous, however; many favored labor over leave, limiting 

confinement periods and nursing time to the bare minimum. Children were left at nurseries on 

the largest plantations, but not all cane plantations were large enough to provide such 

facilities, and many children were left under the supervision of domestic servants or the white 

mistress while their parents were working. In the fields and in the sugar house, work was 

strictly divided by gender; family members who worked together were of the same sex, 

thereby strengthening family ties along gender lines. 

Chapter four traces the development of family-based internal economies among 

slaves in each of the three regions back to the nature of regional agriculture. In Fairfax 

County slave family economies remained underdeveloped throughout the antebellum period. 

Time-work deprived slaves of much time to voluntarily hire themselves out, and the 

increasing prevalence of cross-plantation families discouraged men from performing paid 
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overwork on Sundays, their one free day to visit their wives and children. Moreover, in the 

declining slave society family gardens were increasingly only granted to the elderly and 

particularly industrious slaves, mainly as an incentive for the rest to increase productivity, but 

also to curb slave behavior which smacked of independence in the eyes of failing planters. 

With few legal opportunities to improve the material conditions of their families, slave men 

often stole from the master and earned a stubborn reputation as petty thieves. 

In Georgetown District slave family economies were highly developed in the 

antebellum period. In this stable and affluent slave society, all families were granted garden 

plots and the permission to raise livestock; and the task system afforded most families ample 

time to work for themselves. As a result, slave families there were often able to improve their 

material conditions, even if all of these incentives ultimately served the master‟s interests. 

In St. James Parish, slaves were afforded very little free time indeed, but the sugar 

masters provided them with various opportunities to develop family economies on Sundays. 

Families were given garden plots and provision grounds, men were regularly called upon to 

perform paid overwork, and many plantations contained commissaries where goods could be 

exchanged. Again, all of these incentives served the master‟s interests, but slaves seized the 

opportunity to develop moderate family economies. 

Part III (which includes chapters five through seven) examines the effects of regional 

agriculture on slave families‟ social landscapes, specifically with respect to family structure 

and the stability of family units over time. Chapter five provides a basis from which to further 

explore enslaved people‟s experiences with family formation and long-term stability by 

clarifying the social landscapes of slave populations in northern Virginia, lowcountry South 

Carolina, and southern Louisiana. It follows the spectacular decline in slaveholding size in 

Fairfax County, which was triggered by economic troubles and the shift from tobacco to 

mixed grains. By the eve of the Civil War some 84 percent of slaves lived on farms (not 

plantations), and 58 percent lived on farms which contained ten slaves or less. Most of these 

were near the Potomac River, especially within easy reach of Alexandria and Washington. 

The slave population itself was slashed by 47 percent, mostly from sale and emigration, but 

sex ratios between men and women of reproductive age (14 to 45) remained relatively 

balanced. 

Slave-based agriculture in Georgetown District, which had always been highly 

profitable, underwent a steady phase of expansion and consolidation in the antebellum period, 

resulting in the growth of local slaveholdings to enormous proportions. The percentage of 

slaves living on holdings which contained more than one hundred slaves increased from 44 

percent in 1800 to 69 percent in 1860, with some 38 percent living on holdings which 

contained more than two hundred slaves. Some bondspeople lived on estates which counted 

several hundred slaves; one estate counted over a thousand. Most slaves lived along the rivers 
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near Winyah Bay, and especially the Waccamaw Neck contained some of the largest 

holdings. The sex ratios between men and women of reproductive age remained relatively 

balanced over time. 

The social landscape of slaves living in St. James Parish reflected the region‟s rapid 

transformation into a slave society. Slaveholding size underwent mushroom growth. In 1810, 

62 percent of slaves still lived on farms, but by 1860 some 76 percent lived on plantations, 

and 40 percent lived on plantations containing more than one hundred slaves. Small cane 

farms with a limited number of hands still existed as late as the Civil War, however. The slave 

population itself grew exponentially (by 363 percent between 1810 and 1860) from massive 

imports, but these imports were skewed to a significant male majority. 

In chapter six the focus is on enslaved people‟s marriage strategies and family 

formation, and concludes that while antebellum slaves strove to establish two-parent 

households whenever possible, not all were able to realize that ideal, and those that could not 

adapted their marriage strategies and family lives accordingly. In Fairfax County, where 

slaveholding size had diminished to farm proportions, opportunities to find partners on the 

home place and establish two-parent households were few, and they decreased over time. 

Consequently, cross-plantation marriages overwhelmingly prevailed throughout the 

antebellum period, as slaves transcended the geography of containment by seeking each other 

out across property lines. On the few large holdings in the county, especially in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century, we find more evidence of two-parent and co-residential 

households. 

 The rice plantations in Georgetown District contained vast numbers of bondspeople, 

and most slaves availed themselves of the opportunity to marry on the home place and 

establish co-residential families. While two-parent households prevailed, however, not all 

were able to find resident mates, and those that could not usually married abroad. 

Interestingly, broad marriages very often consisted of slaves who lived on adjoining 

plantations, which reduced travel time and increased time for divided families to be together. 

 In St. James Parish one-third of slave men were consistently denied the opportunity to 

marry and establish families at all. Those who did succeed, however, usually chose to marry 

women from the home estate, forming co-residential households. Even on smaller holdings in 

St. James, such domestic arrangements were often possible because—due to massive 

imports—less slaves on the cane farms were related to one another. Broad marriages were 

less common but certainly not unknown. As in Georgetown District, however, slaves who 

married abroad usually married slaves who lived “next door”—in St. James this often meant 

within sight of one another, as plantations were unusually narrow. 

 Chapter seven examines slave families‟ long-term stability by focusing on their 

experiences with forced separation (through estate divisions, sale and long-term hiring). The 
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economic decline and devolution of Fairfax County from a slave society into a society with 

slaves plagued slave families with the omnipresent threat of forced separation. Slaveholdings 

were too small to take family ties into account during estate divisions; adolescents and young 

adults were frequently plucked from their families and sold to the Deep South in order to 

settle their masters‟ outstanding debts (the slave population declined by 47 percent in the 

antebellum period, mainly due to excessive sales); and surplus slaves were often hired out by 

the year in Alexandria or Washington—at one point this included 25 percent of the able-

bodied slave population. When scattered locally, however, slaves went to extraordinary 

lengths to maintain family contact by weekend visiting. 

 Slave families living in Georgetown District enjoyed a relative peace and more 

stability. Slaveholdings were large enough that families (indeed plantations) could often be 

bequeathed intact; and their masters were wealthy enough to prevent the need for excessive 

sales or long-term hiring. Moreover, slaves resisted collectively when faced with the threat of 

forced separation. Forced separation did occur, of course, but not anywhere near as frequently 

as it occurred in Fairfax County. 

 St. James Parish again takes a middle position in the extent of forced separation 

among its slave population. The promise of spectacular profits prevented sugar masters from 

selling their slaves—their demand for labor was indeed insatiable. Upon their deaths, 

however, outstanding debts to the creditors upon which their establishment in the sugar 

business depended often (but not always) forced their heirs to sell large numbers of slaves, 

usually to other local planters. This practice was to some extent cushioned by the decision of 

many heirs to jointly run and operate their inherited plantations, which prevented disruptions 

among slave families. Long-term hiring does not appear to have been widespread; indeed, 

planters hired on slaves from other parts of Louisiana during harvest season. 

 The conclusions of this study—namely that the boundaries and opportunities for slave 

family life were contingent upon the nature of regional agriculture and therefore varied across 

time and space—are formulated in the final chapter entitled “Weathering Different Storms”.  
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Samenvatting 
 
 

Ondanks de publicatie van honderden boeken en artikelen over de geschiedenis van de 

Amerikaanse slavernij heerst er over veel thema‟s nog altijd onenigheid onder hedendaagse 

historici. Het gezinsleven van slaven is een bijzonder betwist en beladen onderwerp gebleken;  

consensus onder historici over de dagelijkse ervaringen, structuren en stabiliteit van 

slavengezinnen is dan ook nog lang niet in zicht.  

 Een analyse van de historische literatuur wijst erop dat de onenigheid over het 

gezinsleven van slaven betrekking heeft op twee punten. Ten eerste zijn historici het oneens 

over de mate waarin het gezinsleven van slaven vormgegeven werd door externe factoren, 

dan wel door slave agency (acties van de slaven zelf). Werd het gezinsleven van slaven 

voornamelijk van bovenaf bepaald—aangemoedigd of belemmerd door slavenhouders, 

economische factoren, of door het instituut van de slavernij? Of was het slavengezin de 

hoeksteen van een semi-autonome slavencultuur—het product van de onderhandelingen en de 

inzet van slaven zelf, die zodoende een claim maakten op hun menselijkheid en zich indekten 

tegen een onderdrukkend systeem?  

Ten tweede aarzelen historici nog altijd om hun eenzijdige beeld van slavengezinnen 

los te laten. Tot voor kort werd de diversiteit in het gezinsleven van slaven, zowel in tijd als in 

ruimte, grotendeels genegeerd door historici. Studies over slavengezinnen in de antebellum 

periode (1800-1860) richtten zich vrijwel uitsluitend op de katoenplantages van het zuidelijke 

binnenland en gaven een veralgemeniseerd beeld van het gezinsleven van slaven. De 

overdreven nadruk op het „katoen Zuiden‟ is zeker niet aan historici voorbijgegaan, en de 

laatste generatie wetenschappers heeft zich gestort op het bestuderen van meer marginale 

regio‟s van het Zuiden. Echter, deze historici hebben tot nu toe geen gebruik gemaakt van een 

vergelijkende aanpak; velen hebben zelfs hun eigen resultaten gepresenteerd als de „ware 

norm‟ en voorgaande onderzoeken compleet verworpen. Kortom, weinig historici hebben het 

gezinsleven van Amerikaanse slaven vanuit een inclusieve invalshoek bestudeerd, in plaats 

van een exclusieve invalshoek. Zulke veralgemeniseringen onderschatten de werkelijke 

sociale en economische diversiteit van het antebellum Zuiden. 

 Dit proefschrift biedt een reïnterpretatie van het gezinsleven van slaven in het 

negentiende-eeuwse Zuiden, namelijk door een middenweg te formuleren in het traditionele 

debat over slave agency, en door slavengezinnen als een meervoudig fenomeen te 

herdefiniëren. Dit vergelijkend onderzoek onderstreept het belang van tijd en plaats in het 

gezinsleven van slaven, en wijst naar de aard van de regionale landbouw in diverse zuidelijke 

lokaliteiten  als de belangrijkste onderliggende factor in de ontwikkeling van het gezinsleven 

van slaven—niet zozeer omdat die hun gezinsleven van bovenaf bepaalde, maar omdat het 
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slavengezinnen bepaalde boundaries and opportunities (hindernissen en mogelijkheden) bood 

met betrekking tot gezinscontact, opvoeding, interne gezinseconomieën, huwelijksstrategieën 

en stabiliteit. Dit boek geeft specifiek antwoord op de vraag: Hoe werden slavengezinnen in 

uiteenlopende delen van het antebellum Zuiden door de aard van de regionale landbouw 

beïnvloed? De focus is op gezinnen in drie counties (provincies) van drie zuidelijke staten, 

namelijk: Fairfax County in Virginia; Georgetown District in South Carolina; en St. James 

Parish in Louisiana.  

 Deel I (dat de Inleiding en Hoofdstuk 1 omvat) biedt een inleiding tot zowel het 

onderwerp als de drie regio‟s die onderzocht worden. In de Inleiding komen de 

onderzoeksdoelen, historiografie en methodologie van deze studie aan bod. Hoofdstuk 1 biedt 

een breed overzicht van de regionale landbouw in elk van de drie regio‟s en behandelt 

thema‟s zoals winstgevendheid en algemene economische ontwikkelingen. Het laat zien hoe 

de economie van Fairfax County in Virginia gedurende de antebellum periode fors 

achteruitging. Deze ooit sterke koloniale slavensamenleving ontwikkelde zich in de 

negentiende eeuw in de richting van een „samenleving met slaven‟. De tabakseconomie stortte 

in, en tarwe en andere granen die de plaats van tabak innamen zorgden ervoor dat 

slavenarbeid steeds meer marginaal werd in de regionale landbouw. Georgetown District in 

South Carolina gaf daarentegen geen teken van verval of achteruitgang gedurende de 

negentiende eeuw. In tegendeel, de rijstindustrie in dat district breidde zich toen juist uit. 

Plantages met honderden slaven werden hier uiteindelijk de norm en spectaculaire rijkdom 

onder slavenhouders werd zeer wijdverspreid. In St. James Parish in het zuiden van Louisiana 

zorgde de explosieve groei van de suikerindustrie aan het begin van de negentiende eeuw 

voor de radicale transformatie van een rustige county aan de rivier Mississippi tot een 

diepgewortelde slavensamenleving. St. James had alle kenmerken van een snelgroeiende 

suikerregio, van de exponentiële groei van haar plantages tot het structurele overschot aan 

mannen onder de slavenbevolking.  

 In Deel II (dat de hoofdstukken 2 t/m 4 omvat) wordt gekeken naar de gevolgen van 

arbeid voor de dagelijkse ervaringen van slavengezinnen. Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich op de 

dagelijkse en seizoensgebonden werkpatronen van slaven in elk van de drie regio‟s. Het 

traceert het systeem van time-work (zonsopgang tot zonsondergang) op de tarweboerderijen 

van Fairfax County tot de erfenis van tabak en omschrijft tevens de transformatie van de 

plaatselijke arbeidskracht van monocultuur veldarbeiders (in de hoogtijdagen van tabak) tot 

jacks-of-all-trades (na de overgang op tarwe). Op de rijstplantages van Georgetown District 

werkten slaven daarentegen volgens het task system, waarbij individuele slaven een dagtaak 

toebedeeld kregen en hun eigen tempo mochten bepalen. In de praktijk kregen slaven daar 

niet zelden tegen de vroege middag hun taken al af en mochten daarna naar huis. Op de 

suikerplantages van St. James Parish werkten slaven net als in de Cariben volgens het gang 
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labor systeem (in groepen werken van zonsopgang tot zonsondergang) gedurende negen 

maanden van het jaar—en in een tempo dat zelfs voor het Zuiden bijzonder hoog was. 

Gedurende drie maanden van het jaar, tijdens het oogstseizoen, draaiden slaven diensten van 

zestien uur per dag (zeven dagen per week) in de „suikerfabrieken‟ (sugar houses).  

 Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt de gevolgen van werkpatronen op slavengezinnen gedurende 

de werkdag. Er wordt vooral gekeken naar de boundaries and opportunities voor ouderschap 

en opvoeding, evenals gezinscontact, waar gezinnen in verschillende regio‟s mee 

geconfronteerd werden. In Fairfax County zorgden zowel het time-work systeem als de 

algemene achteruitgang van de regionale landbouw voor grote hindernissen voor 

slavengezinnen. Naarmate plantages en boerderijen achteruitgingen en het aantal slaven 

afnam werden minder slaven met steeds meer verantwoordelijkheden opgezadeld. Vrouwen 

werden bijzonder benadeeld door het gebrek aan mogelijkheden om hun 

verantwoordelijkheden als moeders te verzoenen met hun verantwoordelijkheden als 

arbeiders. Zwangere vrouwen werkten tot aan hun bevalling en werden vervolgens binnen 

twee weken weer terug aan het werk gezet. Ze kregen weinig tijd om hun pasgeboren baby‟s 

borstvoeding te geven en werden gedwongen om de zorg voor hun kleine kinderen aan 

huishoudelijke slaven, oudere kinderen, de blanke meesteres, of soms zelfs aan helemaal 

niemand over te laten. Kinderen werden bovendien op zeer jonge leeftijd aan het werk gezet. 

De kleine hoeveelheid slaven op de meeste boerderijen gaf slaven van werkende leeftijd 

echter wel de mogelijkheid om gedurende de werkdag met gezinsleden te werken. 

 In Georgetown District zien we op de rijstplantages een heel ander verhaal. De 

ongezonde (zelfs dodelijke) moerassen waarin rijst werd verbouwd overtuigde slavenhouders 

om heel voorzichtig om te gaan met zwangere vrouwen. Dit om sterfte en miskramen te 

voorkomen. Zwangere vrouwen kregen daarom al maanden voor de bevalling lichtere 

dagtaken toebedeeld. Na de bevalling mochten ze minimaal een maand „uitrusten‟, daarna 

werden ze met lichte dagtaken geleidelijk weer ingewerkt. De enorme hoeveelheid slaven op 

de rijstplantages, de rijkdom van de rijstplanters en vooral het flexibele task system zorgde 

voor een relatief gunstige (hoewel lang geen ideale) situatie voor ouders met kleine kinderen. 

Kinderen werden overdag door oudere vrouwen in speciale huizen voor kinderopvang 

verzorgd, en het task system gaf moeders de mogelijkheid om een paar keer per dag terug te 

gaan om borstvoeding te geven of even bij hun kind te kijken. Omdat veldarbeid op de 

rijstplantages zo ongezond was, werden kinderen zelden voor twaalf- of zelfs veertienjarige 

leeftijd aan het werk gezet. Gezinsleden van werkende leeftijd hielpen elkaar bovendien met 

hun dagtaken om zo vroeg mogelijk met z‟n allen naar huis te mogen, zodoende wisten ze 

hun familietijd te maximaliseren. 

 St. James Parish in Louisiana neemt een tussenpositie in. Veldarbeid op de 

suikerplantages was fysiek zo veeleisend (en ongezond) dat zwangere vrouwen meestal, net 
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als in Georgetown District, lichter werk verrichtten en na de bevalling een maand lang uit 

mochten rusten. Hoewel het gang labor systeem moeders vrijwel geen flexibiliteit bood om 

gedurende de werkdag terug te gaan om hun kind borstvoeding te geven, gaven de meeste 

slavenhouders jonge moeders speciale toestemming hiervoor, dit vooral omdat de 

kindersterfte zo hoog was en elke nieuwe baby een belangrijke aanwinst was. Echter, lang 

niet alle suikerplanters waren zo ruimdenkend. Velen gaven de voorkeur aan arbeid boven 

verlof, dwongen hun slavenvrouwen om kort na de bevalling alsnog aan het werk te gaan en 

beperkten pauzes voor borstvoeding tot het minimum. Op de grootste plantages werden 

kinderen net als in Georgetown District in speciale huizen voor kinderopvang verzorgd, maar 

niet alle plantages waren groot genoeg of hadden voldoende oudere vrouwen beschikbaar 

hiervoor (de slavenbevolking van Louisiana was over het algemeen zeer jong, het gevolg van 

import uit het oosten en bijzonder hoge sterftecijfers). Veel kinderen werden daarom net als in 

Virginia door huishoudelijke slaven, blanke meesteressen of soms helemaal niemand 

verzorgd. Ouders kregen slechts de avonduren en nachten om met hun kinderen door te 

brengen; gedurende het oogstseizoen hadden ze vrijwel geen tijd. Mogelijkheden voor 

gezinscontact gedurende de werkdag waren in St. James Parish  ook beperkt—de gangs 

werden op basis van sekse van elkaar gescheiden, waardoor het contact beperkt werd tot 

gezinsleden van dezelfde sekse.  

 In hoofdstuk 4 ligt de nadruk op de ontwikkeling van interne gezinseconomieën in elk 

van de drie regio‟s. In Fairfax County bleven gezinseconomieën onder slaven 

onderontwikkeld. Time-work ontnam slaven de vrije tijd of flexibiliteit om doordeweeks extra 

werk tegen betaling te verrichten. Bovendien zorgde het feit dat de meeste gezinnen over 

verschillende plantages verspreid waren ervoor dat slaven op zondag geen extra werk tegen 

betaling wilden verrichten. Zij gingen op hun enige vrije dag liever bij familieleden op andere 

boerderijen op bezoek. Bovendien werden moestuinen door de meeste slavenhouders 

uitsluitend aan oudere slaven of als beloning aan zeer harde werkers gegeven. Dit niet alleen 

om de andere slaven aan te sporen om harder te werken maar ook omdat slavenhouders in 

deze achteruitgaande slavensamenleving zich ongemakkelijk voelden over gedrag van de 

slaven dat zij als proto-peasant beschouwden, zoals het verbouwen en verkopen van eigen 

groente. Zulk gedrag leek de bestaande orde nog verder te ondermijnen. Het gevolg was 

echter dat slaven overgingen tot diefstal om hun wekelijkse rantsoenen aan te vullen en hun 

materiële omstandigheden te verbeteren. 

 In het welvarende en stabiele Georgetown District waren interne gezinseconomieën 

onder slaven zeer hoog ontwikkeld. Slavenhouders hadden weinig te vrezen van de bestaande 

sociale orde—zij leefden in de meest diepgewortelde en succesvolle slavensamenleving van 

het Zuiden—en aarzelden niet om al hun slaven moestuinen, kippen en zelfs varkens te geven 

ter aanvulling van hun wekelijkse rantsoenen. De ontwikkeling van gezinseconomieën werd 
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door slavenhouders zelfs aangemoedigd, onder andere om verzet te voorkomen. Het task 

system zegende slaven met meer dan genoeg tijd en flexibiliteit om in hun moestuinen te 

werken en zelfs om te jagen en te vissen in hun vrije tijd. Veel slavengezinnen bereikten een 

niveau van zelfvoorzienendheid dat in het Zuiden nergens anders voorkwam. 

 St. James Parish neemt hierbij opnieuw een tussenpositie in. Werkpatronen pakten 

daar net als in Fairfax County zeer ongunstig uit voor slavengezinnen. Toch lukte het slaven 

alsnog om op zondag redelijke gezinseconomieën te ontwikkelen. Alle slavengezinnen kregen 

moestuinen en veel plantages bevatten zelfs kleine „winkels‟ waar slaven hun producten in 

konden ruilen voor luxeproducten (zoals tabak, kleding, vlees, enzovoorts). Om velerlei 

redenen werkte dit systeem in het belang van de meesters. Desondanks maakten slaven 

dankbaar gebruik van de mogelijkheden die hen geboden werden om hun materiële 

omstandigheden te verbeteren. 

 Deel III (dat de hoofdstukken vijf t/m zeven omvat) richt zich op de gevolgen van de 

regionale landbouw voor de social landscapes van slavengezinnen. In het bijzonder met 

betrekking tot hun gezinsstructuur en de stabiliteit van gezinnen door de tijd heen. Hoofdstuk 

5 biedt de mogelijkheid om een analyse van deze thema‟s te ondernemen door een 

demografisch overzicht te geven van de slavenbevolkingen van elk van de drie regio‟s. In 

Fairfax County zorgde de spectaculaire achteruitgang van de landbouw voor een afname van 

de slavenbevolking en een inkrimping van vrijwel alle plantages en boerderijen. Tegen 1860 

woonde 84 procent van de slaven in Fairfax County op boerderijen met minder dan twintig 

slaven, 58 procent woonde op boerderijen met minder dan tien slaven. De slavenbevolking 

nam in absolute getallen met 47 procent af tussen 1800 en 1860, maar de verhouding tussen 

mannen en vrouwen van vruchtbare leeftijd (14 tot 45) bleef stabiel.  

 In Georgetown District waren plantages altijd al groot geweest, maar in de 

antebellum periode groeiden deze plantages nog verder. Het percentage slaven dat op 

plantages met meer dan honderd slaven woonden steeg van 44 procent in 1800 tot 69 procent 

in 1860, met 38 procent van de slavenbevolking woonachtig op plantages met meer dan 

tweehonderd slaven. Sommige plantages telden vele honderden slaven, één zelfs meer dan 

duizend. De verhouding tussen het aantal mannen en het aantal vrouwen van vruchtbare 

leeftijd bleef relatief stabiel tussen 1800 en 1860. 

 De slavenbevolking van St. James Parish vertoonde alle kenmerken van een jonge 

suikerregio. Plantages groeiden exponentieel gedurende elk nieuw decennium. In 1810 

woonde nog 62 procent van de slavenbevolking op boerderijen met minder dan twintig 

slaven, maar tegen 1860 woonde 76 procent op plantages (met meer dan twintig slaven) en 40 

procent op plantages met meer dan honderd slaven. Kleine suikerboerderijen bleven tot aan 

de Burgeroorlog bestaan, maar namen gedurende de antebellum periode in aantal af. De 

slavenbevolking zelf groeide enorm in deze jaren, met maar liefst 363 procent tussen 1800 en 
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1860, als gevolg van massale import van slaven uit de oostelijke staten. Echter, meer mannen 

werden geïmporteerd dan vrouwen; gedurende de gehele antebellum periode bestond 

tweederde van de slavenbevolking uit mannen. 

 Hoofdstuk 6 richt zich op de huwelijksstrategieën en gezinsstructuren van slaven in 

Virginia, South Carolina en Louisiana. In dit hoofdstuk wordt geconcludeerd dat het 

merendeel van de slaven in de genoemde regio‟s ernaar streefde om co-residentiële gezinnen 

te stichten wanneer dat mogelijk was. Dit streven was echter lang niet voor alle slaven te 

realiseren, en veel slaven werden gedwongen om zich aan te passen aan de demografische 

werkelijkheid en cross-plantation gezinnen te stichten (gezinnen die verspreid waren over 

verschillende plantages of boerderijen). In Fairfax County, waar de grootte van de plantages 

en boerderijen gedurende de antebellum periode behoorlijk inkromp, was de mogelijkheid 

voor slaven om op de eigen plantage een partner te vinden zeer gering. Slavengezinnen 

namen daarom overweldigend de vorm aan van cross-plantation gezinnen, waarbij 

echtgenoten apart woonden—vrouw en kinderen op een plantage, vader op een andere—en de 

mannen hun gezinnen op zondag bezochten. Door de afnemende slavenbevolking woonden 

gezinnen soms vele kilometers uit elkaar. Deze gezinsvorm nam juist toe in de loop van de 

negentiende eeuw, naarmate de omvang van plantages en boerderijen af nam. 

 De rijstplantages van Georgetown District waren daarentegen gigantisch, slaven 

maakten ook dankbaar gebruik van de mogelijkheid om met slaven op de thuisplantage te 

trouwen. Co-residentiële gezinnen waren daar de norm. Lang niet iedereen lukte het echter 

om zulke gezinnen te stichten en cross-plantation gezinnen kwamen ook wel degelijk voor. 

Opvallend is dat de echtgenoten van zulke gezinnen vaak op buurplantages woonden, 

waardoor de afstand tussen plantages klein bleef en de mogelijkheden om elkaar te bezoeken 

gunstig bleven.  

 In St. James Parish slaagde een derde van de mannelijke slavenbevolking er helemaal 

niet in om te trouwen en een gezin te stichten. Diegenen die er wel in slaagden, trouwden  

meestal met slaven van de thuisplantage. Dit gold zelfs voor de kleinere suikerboerderijen, 

doordat de massale import van slaven uit de oostelijke staten ervoor zorgde dat de meeste 

slaven op zulke boerderijen niet aan elkaar verwant waren. In tegenstelling tot Fairfax 

County, een veel oudere slavensamenleving, waar veel slaven wel aan elkaar verwant waren. 

Cross-plantation huwelijken kwamen in St. James Parish in veel mindere mate voor. Net als 

in Georgetown District woonden echtgenoten meestal op buurplantages—in tegenstelling tot 

Georgetown waren plantages in St. James echter zeer smal (vaak niet breder dan een paar 

honderd meter), waardoor gezinnen vaak letterlijk binnen zicht van elkaar leefden en elkaar ‟s 

nachts konden bezoeken (hoewel dat streng verboden was). 

 In hoofdstuk 7 wordt de stabiliteit van slavengezinnen door de tijd heen geanalyseerd 

door aandacht te besteden aan hun ervaringen met gedwongen scheiding (in het bijzonder 



 339 

door erfelijke verdeling, verkoop en langdurige verhuur). De economische achteruitgang in 

Fairfax County maakte slavengezinnen daar zeer kwetsbaar voor gedwongen scheiding. De 

slavenbevolking op het merendeel van de boerderijen en plantages was veel te klein om 

gezinsleden bij elkaar te houden tijdens erfelijke verdeling—de meeste gezinnen werden aan 

verschillende erfgenamen gegeven en de gezinsleden werden hierdoor van elkaar gescheiden. 

Als gezinsleden lokaal verspreid werden (wat vaak het geval was) onderhielden ze contact 

met elkaar door elkaar op zondag te bezoeken. De economische problemen maakten slaven 

ook kwetsbaar voor verkoop en deportatie naar het opkomende Diepe Zuiden, waar de vraag 

naar arbeid onverzadigbaar was en de prijzen zeer hoog waren. De inkrimping van de 

slavenbevolking (met 47 percent tussen 1800 en 1860) was hieraan te wijten. Slaven die 

verkocht werden zagen hun familieleden nooit meer—verkoop werd dan ook terecht 

vergeleken met een vorm van sociale dood. Overbodige slaven op de tarweplantages werden 

ook zeer vaak in de steden (vooral Alexandria en Washington) verhuurd omdat ze daar meer 

geld voor hun meesters konden verdienen dan in de landbouw. Zulke slaven werden 

gedurende eenenvijftig weken per jaar verhuurd, alleen in de week tussen kerst en Nieuwjaar 

mochten ze „naar huis‟ om hun familieleden te zien. 

 Slavengezinnen in Georgetown District waren veel minder kwetsbaar voor 

gedwongen scheiding. De meeste plantages waren groot genoeg dat er rekening gehouden kon 

worden met gezinsverbanden tijdens erfelijke verdelingen. Bovendien was de rijstindustrie zo 

winstgevend dat er geen reden was om slaven te verkopen of langdurig te verhuren. Sommige 

gezinnen werden weliswaar uit elkaar gehaald, maar deze waren de uitzonderingen op de 

regel. Slavengezinnen in Georgetown vertoonden een opmerkelijke stabiliteit door de tijd 

heen. 

 St. James Parish neemt opnieuw een tussenpositie in. De vraag naar arbeid en de 

winstgevendheid van suiker waren enorm—slavenhouders voelden zich maar zelden 

genoodzaakt om slaven te verkopen. Meestal kochten ze slaven juist in en Louisiana was de 

eindbestemming voor veel slaven die afkomstig waren uit Fairfax County. Na de dood van 

een planter lag de zaak echter heel anders. Suikerplantages vereisten een ontzettend groot 

startkapitaal, meer dan voor welke andere agrarische onderneming ook. De meeste 

plantagehouders leenden het benodigde geld van banken en kapitalisten, en begonnen hun 

carrières dus met diepe schulden. Vooral jonge planters die overleden voordat ze hun 

schulden af konden lossen lieten hun erfgenamen in een ongunstige positie achter—veel 

erfgenamen en weduwen besloten de plantages en de slaven te verkopen om openstaande 

schulden af te lossen. Sommige slavengezinnen werden hierdoor uit elkaar gehaald—alleen 

moeders met kinderen jonger dan tien jaar mochten niet apart verkocht worden (dit was 

wettelijk verboden). Echter, plantages werden niet zelden met inboedel (dus met de slaven) 

verkocht, waardoor gedwongen scheiding van slavengezinnen lang niet altijd een dreiging 
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vormde. Bovendien werden suikerplantages op een bijzondere manier geërfd, ze werden 

namelijk zelden opgesplitst, maar werden veel vaker intact gehouden en door de erfgenamen 

geleid als joint partnership (gezamenlijke onderneming). Dit vanwege de hoge kosten en 

winstgevendheid van suikeroperaties, waardoor het verstandig was om bedrijven te 

consolideren en waardoor het mogelijk was om meerdere gezinnen met de winst te 

onderhouden. Met andere woorden, de meester werd (op papier althans) door meerdere 

meesters vervangen, maar verder veranderde er weinig op de plantage. Deze gang van zaken 

voorkwam gedwongen scheiding onder de slavenbevolking. 

 In Hoofdstuk 8, getiteld „Weathering Different Storms‟, worden de conclusies van dit 

onderzoek nader uiteengezet en onderbouwd—namelijk dat de boundaries and opportunities 

voor slavengezinnen afhankelijk waren van de aard van de regionale landbouw en daarom 

zowel in tijd als in ruimte van elkaar verschilden. 
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